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ABSTRACT

New Poetry and Old Cathay: Translational Sinography in the Early
Twentieth-Century English Literary World

by

LIN Qingyang

Doctor of Philosophy

This thesis looks into the culture of reading, translating, and publishing classical Chinese
poetry in the English literary world between the 1890s and the 1920s. It explores the
mediating and constructive roles of translation (broadly construed) in the formation of
knowledge about Chinese literature by focusing on an unconventional segment of the field –
poet-translators who integrate Chinese poetry with the pursuit of literary modernism, whose
avid experimentalism and lack of sinological credentials run counter to the fidelity principle of
translation. I try to foreground the dynamism of this literary contact zone by correlating three
dimensions of networks: the transtextual modes in which translation and rewriting are
performed – sinological translation, indirect (re)translation, collaborative translation, literary
chinoiserie, aesthetic translation, imitative translation, and pseudotranslation; discursive
networks in the intertextual field; and sociological networks of agents and institutions in the
field of cultural production – publishers, reviewers, editors, patrons, professional societies,
and literary circles.
This triangulation approach accentuates the complexities of transcultural interchange
and serves the larger goal of transcending the binarism of East/West and the sometimes
reductive analytic model of text-versus-context. Examining peripheral modes of translation
like indirect (re)translation, imitative translation, and pseudotranslation, I hope to broaden the
historical landscape of translating Chinese literature and query normative categorizations in
our critical vocabulary, and furthermore contribute to theoretical enquiries about the
“translational” by probing into liminal cases.
I consider translations as intertexts in discursive formations. Special attention is given
to how intertexts from the archive of writing China in the West and from contemporaneous
discursive formations are reconfigured in literary modernism’s transcultural imaginary. More
specifically, I conceptualise translation and other kindred modes of rewriting as “sinographies”
– forms of writing and discursive strategies that articulate the diverse meanings of China. For
the poet-translators and sinographers discussed in this thesis, reading and translating China
become an extended thought experiment through which larger cultural questions are thought

over; they engage with the hypothetical Chinese poem in multiple, creative ways, inscribing
different layers of meaning on the Chinese palimpsest. Their practices evince a heuristics of
Chineseness, whereby knowledge about the self and the other becomes mutually constitutive
and translation manifests its transformative power.

Keywords: classical Chinese poetry, Chinese literature, poet-translators, literary modernism,
translational sinography
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1. INTRODUCTION: FROM SINGULAR LISTLESSNESS

TO A

SPRITUAL INVASION FROM THE EAST

This thesis looks into the culture of reading, translating, and publishing classical
Chinese poetry in the English literary world between the 1890s and the 1920s.
The turn of the twentieth century was a particularly interesting period for the
reception of classical Chinese poetry in the West – it was a time when
imperialism was gathering fresh momentum while taking a reflective turn; the
encroachment upon China by the imperial powers went hand in hand with
discourses about China’s insularity, backwardness, and civilizational decay, and a
group of Chinese intellectuals were calling for a new culture that embraced
Western modernity. With the “Yellow Peril” at its height, fictional imaginings of
sinophobia – the cunning malice of Dr. Fu Manchu, the dystopia of Asian invasion
novels, the amorous intrigues of Limehouse Nights – were circulating in the
popular literary marketplace. Against such a largely sinophobic setting, however,
this was also a time when classical Chinese poetry gained a more prominent
presence not only in sinological circles, but also among the wider reading public.
Translations of classical Chinese poetry increased significantly in number and in
type, and it became no longer the mere specialism of sinologists well-versed in
the Chinese language. Poet-translators who possessed no direct knowledge of the
language had nonetheless felt a strong affinity with the poetic spirit of Cathay,
offering their renditions in a variety of forms. With other types of transcultural
1

rewriting like commentaries, adaptations, and anthologies also proliferating, the
landscape had evolved from a state of “singular listlessness” (to quote John Francis
Davis’s description of British sinology in 1822) to a “spiritual invasion from the
East” (Conrad Aiken’s essay in The Dial, 12th July 1919). The poet Ezra Pound
prophesized that “this century may find a new Greece in China” (“The
Renaissance”, 1915), and a leader in the Times Literary Supplement, reviewing
Arthur Waley’s translations of classical Chinese poetry, proclaimed that “our
poets may now find their future in the poetry of ancient China” (Arthur
Clutton-Brock, “A New Planet”, 15th November 1917).
The distinctively sinophilic stream that evolved from translations of
classical Chinese poetry can thus be understood as a counter-discourse to the
prevalent sinophobic currents of the time. This thesis explores how the interplay
between these heterogeneous discourses is essential to the making of translation,
and how translation, as a vital form of discursive engagement, plays mediating
and constructive roles in the formation of knowledge about Chinese literature. It
focuses on early twentieth-century poet-translators and tries to bring into view a
dynamic ensemble of translators and transculturators: modernists like Ezra
Pound, Amy Lowell, and other “Imagists”, whose works have been extensively
studied but require further scrutiny from a translational perspective; widely
known yet still understudied figures like Herbert Giles, Laurence Binyon, and
Arthur Waley; little known figures who constitute important links in the

2

genealogy of modernist translations of Chinese poetry – Launcelot
Cranmer-Byng, Clifford Bax, Allen Upward, among others.

1.1 Sinography, Transtextuality, and the Networks of Transcultural
Imaginary
In this thesis I examine the works of early twentieth-century
poet-translators – translators who are also poets and writers, whose practices
interrelate the literary and translation fields and contribute to the formation of a
literary field of translating classical Chinese poetry. These poet-translators do not
have sufficient knowledge of the Chinese language, and they thus translate
indirectly, via textual intermediaries (oftentimes sinological works) or some
form of collaboration. Their works exemplify the interconnectedness of
translation and original composition; their turning eastwards and backwards to
the old poetry of China is integral to the quest for the New Poetry and a poetics
of modernity “built from and speaking to the conditions of twentieth-century
life” (Newcomb 2014: 216).
Bringing to the centre stage a group of translators whose very deficiency
in linguistic knowledge and avowedly liberal approach to translation make them
unconventional – or even “unqualified” – translators, this thesis partakes in the
transition from the fidelity principle to “the paradigm of change” (van Doorslaer
2018) in translation studies. This theoretical reorientation, initiated by
3

pioneering works in Descriptive Translation Studies and augmented by
interdisciplinary influences, elevates translation from its supposedly subservient
position and brings translation studies beyond the confines of essentialist readings
and equivalence-based frameworks. In his recently published volume Prismatic
Translation (2020), Matthew Reynolds proposes the metaphor of the prism to
supplement and counterbalance the traditional “channel view”, which regards
translation as the transfer – the carrying across – of semantic content. The
channel view is maintained as the standard practice of professional spheres like
the law and medicine, while also perpetuated by the apparatuses of the
nation-state, which consolidates monolithic ideas about national languages (Sakai
2006). The prismatic approach, in contrast, stays “alert to translation’s
proliferative energies, and sees any given act of translation in the light of them”; a
“prismatic translation” is “a text in which those energies are given free rein via
the staging of multiple possibilities” (Reynolds 2020: 9). In this thesis, I try to
avoid positivistic and evaluative judgments on whether a translation is “correct”
or “good”; instead, I regard translation and other forms of transcultural rewriting
as “conceptual blends” of languages, cultures, and histories; as prismatic
pluralities and “proliferating textualities”, and as “reiteration, … repetition with a
difference” 1 of fluid, fragmented, and variegated “sources”, the meanings of
which can in turn be constituted by these continua of rewritings.

1

See Boase-Beier (2011: 71-72), Voigts-Virchow (2014), and Emmerich (2017:
161).
4

Special emphasis is placed on the historicity of translation and how
translators and transculturators think in and through the performance and reading
of translation. Informed by the insights of historical poetics (Prins 2016) and
aiming to avoid anachronism in the analysis of translation and the application of
critical terminology, this thesis underlines the historical texture in the making of
literary and translational epistemology. Returning to the historical scene of the
production and reception of translations via archival materials – personal papers,
the publisher’s archive, reviews and articles in historical periodicals, etc. – I hope
to draw attention to overshadowed figures and methods, and reveal hidden
narratives in the writing of transcultural literary history.
This emphasis on the historicity of translation is in line with recent efforts
in translation studies to reconceptualise and enlarge the very idea of “translation”
and redefine the boundaries of (inter)disciplinary enquiry. This methodologically
reflective turn has led translation scholars to unearth the historical specificities of
concepts related to translation, which refine our understanding of the formation
of “translation knowledge” (D’hulst and Gambier 2018). Furthermore, scholars
who delve into the richness of other translation traditions uncover alternative
conceptual models, and we now have a much more pluralized “world atlas” of
translation (Gambier and Stecconi 2019); indeed, in the current context of an
“increasingly global field of translation studies”, the idea of translation is versatile
and capacious enough to embrace “the sum of all possible translations of the
word ‘translation’” (Emmerich 2014: 600). This thesis aims to integrate historical
5

analysis and theoretical enquiry by studying a number of translation’s “adjacent
concepts” (Maia, Pięta, and Rosa 2018), or peripheral modes of translation that
run counter to the fidelity principle – indirect (re)translation, literary
chinoiserie, aesthetic translation, imitative translation, pseudotranslation, etc.
Probing into such liminal cases will serve the dual purposes of opening up
an enriched historical landscape of the culture of translation, and furthermore
querying common categorizations and normative values in our critical vocabulary.
I hope to present a more inclusive view of the myriad configurations of texts “in
the second degree” (to use Genette’s phrase) and thereby arrive at a more
nuanced understanding of the “translational”. In this respect, this thesis follows
the examples of studies that elaborate upon the taxonomies of transcultural
rewriting and mediation: Karen Thornber’s Empire of Texts in Motion (2009),
Barbara Spackman’s Accidental Orientalists (2017), Yopie Prins’s Ladies’ Greek:
Victorian Translations of Tragedy (2017), James St. André’s Translating China as
Cross-Identity Performance (2018), and Leo Tak-hung Chan’s Western Theory in East
Asian Contexts:Translation and Transtextual Rewriting (2020).
Drawing on Mary Louise Pratt’s idea of the “contact zone” (1992/2008)
and Karen Thornber’s “literary contact nebulae” (2009), I conceptualise the
spaces of transcultural encounter as literary contact zones, where borders and
boundaries are constantly shifting, and the course of transcultural encounter
becomes multifaceted, dialogic, and intersected with routes of affiliation and
divergence. Transposing the idea of the contact zone to the metropolitan literary
6

world, I hope to underline the inherently “global” formations of modernism
(Davis and Hensley 2018; Jaillant and Martin 2018) and the generative power of
translation. Furthermore, I conceptualise this encounter as acts of repositioning
the East and the West within a cosmopolitan vision of the world, whereby
knowledge about the self and the other are mutually constitutive, and the
multiple centres of this vibrant literary contact zone are also the sites for
border-crossing, self-othering, and the creation of discursive “heterotopias”
(Foucault 1986; Lowe 1991). This interest in how knowledge about the self is
formulated through interactions with alterity is inspired by the works of cultural
historians on the idea of China in British cultural and literary history: David
Porter’s Ideographia (2001) and The Chinese Taste in Eighteenth-Century England
(2010), Elizabeth Chang’s Britain’s Chinese Eye (2010), Chi-ming Yang’s Performing
China (2011), Eugenia Jenkins’s A Taste for China (2013), Peter Kitson’s Forging
Romantic China (2013), and Ross Forman’s China and the Victorian Imagination
(2013). I hope to join this line of research by contributing a translational point of
view.
Informed by the Foucauldian idea of discourse and theories of
intertextuality, I consider translations as intertexts in discursive formations. I try
to read translations in relation to other (inter)texts along synchronic and
diachronic axes – the more contemporaneous co-texts in intersecting discursive
formations, and the archive of writing China in the West. The various modes of
translating classical Chinese poetry, together with other types of transcultural
7

rewriting, are conceptualised as “sinographies” – “particular forms of writing that
produce and convey … the meanings of China” (Hayot, Saussy, and Yao 2008: vii).
They evince different aspects of transtextualities (Genette 1982/1997) and carry
imagological significance (van Doorslaer, Flynn, and Leerssen 2016). “The
hypothetical Chinese poem” (adapted from “the hypothetical mandarin”, see
Hayot 2009) and “the Chinese palimpsest” are employed as heuristic terms for
examining the multi-layered inscriptions of meaning pertaining to Chinese
literature. I also explore how the practices of the poet-translators and
sinographers evolve a heuristics of Chineseness, whereby reading and translating
China become an extended thought experiment through which larger cultural
questions are thought over. 2
Three interrelated sets of research questions inform the enquiry in this
thesis. The most basic, and most extensively worked-through, set of questions
focuses on the discursive and transtextual aspects: How do various translators
reframe classical Chinese poetry via textual and paratextual means, thereby
creating multifaceted readerly experience? What are the different modalities of
translation employed, and how do they evince various transtextual features? How
does translation, together with other types of transcultural rewriting, constitute
intertextual networks through which knowledge about Chinese literature is
produced, and what is special about translation in terms of its mediating and
constructive roles in the discursive field? How do these translators and
2

Translators are also sinographers. I use the phrase “(poet-)translators and
sinographers” to highlight translational practices.
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sinographers rework familiar tropes about China and inscribe new meanings on
the Chinese palimpsest? How do they mobilize intertexts from other fields of
discourse – anti-imperialism, eastern spiritualism, the literary and artistic
avant-garde, etc.? Can we trace the temporal inscriptions in literary modernism’s
imaginative geographies of the Far East?
The second set of questions pertains to the field of cultural production:
How do these translators engage in multiple networks of publishing, institutional
affiliations, professional societies, and literary circles? How do we ascertain their
different spheres of influence by examining the dissemination and historical
reception of translation? Can we thus describe more fully the evolution in
standards of taste and the exercise of aesthetic judgment? Finally, the last set of
questions integrates the previous two and considers how these translators do
things with translation. Can we amend the sometimes reductive and circular
text-and-context model by correlating the intertextual networks and the
sociological networks, and thereby delineate the particular ways in which
translation and other kindred forms of discursive practices actualize their
performative potential? How do these translators foster imagined communities
and cultural change?
This thesis thus adopts a triangulation approach that correlates the
transtextual, discursive, and sociological dimensions. It accentuates the
interwoven networks underpinning the transcultural dynamism of this literary
contact zone: intertextual networks of sinographies and transtextual modes, and
9

sociological networks of translators and sinographers who review, write about,
imitate, adapt, and anthologize Chinese poetry, and other agents – editors,
publishers, patrons – in the field of cultural production.

The enrichment of the discourse on Chinese literature relies on the
preceding works of sinologists. The rest of this introduction will give a historical
overview of sinological translations of Chinese literature in eighteenth and
nineteenth-century British sinology, with a view to outlining some key features
that will serve as useful points of comparison for studying the works of early
twentieth-century poet-translators.

1.2 Chinese Literature in the Sinological Field of Translation
The British Protestant missionary and sinologist Alexander Wylie (1815-1887),
who was superintendent (from 1847 to 1860) of the Printing Press of the
London Missionary Society in Shanghai, co-translator with Li Shanlan 李善蘭
and other Chinese scholars of seminal works in Western science, and later a
member of the translation board of the Kiangnan Arsenal, included a list of
“Translations of Chinese Works into European Languages” in his Notes on Chinese
Literature (1867, see Cordier 1887). Here I rely on Wylie’s knowledge and
authority as my first port of call. It needs to be noted that Wylie’s use of “Chinese
literature” refers to the broader sense of “letters and books”, “texts associated
10

with humane learning”, and “written works considered collectively”, 3 rather
than the narrower, more contemporary sense of writings of an imaginative or
creative kind, comprising genres like poetry, fiction, and drama (see Williams
1983: 181-188; Wellek 1973). Wylie’s compilation is a “China bibliography”; he
based his work on the imperial catalogue, Siku quanshu zongmu 四庫全書總目,
and organized the entries into the four categories of jing, shi, zi, ji 經史子集.
Running through Wylie’s list of translated works, we find that Chinese
poetry remained on the margins of the field of translation in British sinology
until the late nineteenth century. Excepting the Shijing 詩經 (which belongs to
the jing – “Classics” – category), only two entries, among a total of 141, are
English translations of Chinese poetry – The Conquest of the Miao-Tse: An Imperial
Poem by Kien-lung, entitled A Choral Song of Harmony for the First Part of the Spring
(London, 1810), translated by Stephen Weston, and 花箋 Chinese Courtship in
Verse (Macao and London, 1824), a translation of the Cantonese ballad Huajian ji
花箋記 by Peter Perring Thoms. 4 Up until the 1860s, primacy was given to
translating Chinese plays, romances, and fictional narratives; translations of
Chinese poetry appeared only sporadically (Wylie 1876: xxxvii; see also Davis
1829/1870; 1865: 50-75). How do we understand this composition of the field

3

See “literature, n.”, OED Online,
https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/109080?redirectedFrom=literature,
Oxford University Press (Accessed May 4, 2019).
4
Weston had also published Ly Tang: An Imperial Poem, in Chinese, by Kien Lung, with
a Translation and Notes in 1809. This title is not included in Wylie’s list. See Sieber
(2015) for a detailed analysis of Thoms’s translation.
11

of translation in British sinology, and what contributed to the formation of
“Chinese literature” in eighteenth and nineteenth-century sinological discourse?

A. Chinese Literature in the Emergent Sinological Discourse
The Orphan of the House Zhao in Europe, 1730s-1830s
Among the Chinese plays translated into European languages by the mid
nineteenth century, the case of the Zhaoshi gu’er 趙氏孤兒 (The Orphan of the
House Zhao) stands out. This play is a “rare example of a work of Chinese
literature that was translated and circulated widely in eighteenth-century
Europe” (Yang 2011: 226). First translated by the Jesuit Joseph de Prémare and
included in Jean-Baptiste Du Halde’s seminal Description géographique, historique,
chronologique, politique, et physique de l’empire de la Chine et de la Tartarie chinoise
(1735), it was extensively retranslated and adapted across Europe during the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Chen 1998; Hsia 1998; St. André
2003a: 60-63, 83-84).
The wide dissemination of this Chinese play was augmented by a series of
adaptations: William Hatchett adapted the play in 1741 as The Chinese Orphan: An
Historical Tragedy; Voltaire’s adaptation L’Orphelin de la Chine debuted in Paris in
1755; and as a response to the acclaim of Voltaire’s version, Arthur Murphy
adapted the play for the London stage in 1759, achieving major success in the
vibrant theatre world of the London West End. These adaptations embedded the
12

Chinese play in their own socio-political contexts: Hachette’s version is a
political pamphlet against Robert Walpole; Voltaire transposed the historical
setting of the play to the Mongol conquest, establishing a contrast between the
Mongols – portrayed as ruthless, barbarous, and warlike – and the civilized,
law-abiding, and peace-loving Chinese, whom Voltaire extolled as the exemplar
that Europe shall emulate. Murphy’s adaptation created a Chinese spectacle in
which the London theatre goers saw their subtly reflected self-images, and its
popularity prompted debates about sentimentality, virtue, trade, and luxury,
which germinated in the contemporary and gendered discourses about the
commercialist ethos of the chinoiserie craze (Ballaster 2005: 208-218; Yang 2011:
148-183).
The circulation of the Zhaoshi gu’er in translation and the popularity of its
stage adaptations make it a matrix of discursive activities. In the early nineteenth
century, when European sinology was in a more advanced stage of development,
we see sinologists returning frequently to this text, either through retranslation
or by making it an important point of reference for their works on other Chinese
plays. By returning and referring to this text, however, the new generation of
nineteenth-century professional sinologists aimed to distinguish their works from
these other “amateurish” practices. With the efforts of these sinologists we see the
emergence of academic Orientalism, interacting with and trying to distinguish
itself from the field of imaginative writings on the East, or literary Orientalism,
to borrow both terms from Said (1978).
13

In 1834, the prominent French sinologue Stanislas Julien (1797-1873)
published a full translation of the Zhaoshi gu’er – Tchao-chi-kou-eul, ou, L’orphelin de
la Chine. James St. André (2018: 84-93) offers a detailed analysis of how Julien
tried to establish the authenticity of his translation via comparison with earlier
versions of the play and by reproducing Chinese characters on the printed page
as a testimony to sinological expertise and accuracy. The British sinologist John
Francis Davis (1795–1890) translated two other Chinese plays in the early
nineteenth century: Laou-Seng-Urh, or, “An Heir in His Old Age” (1817, Laoshenger
老生兒) and Hān Koong Tsew, or, The Sorrows of Hān: A Chinese Tragedy (1829,
Hangongqiu 漢宮秋). In the prefatory material to his translations, Davis
discussed the Zhaoshi gu’er and its circulation in Europe (Davis 1817: xxxi-xxixv;
1829 vol. II: 215-217). He also contrasted the disregard for chronology and the
elaborate costumes and theatrical devices of chinoiserie theatre with his chosen
plays – the simplicity of representation in An Heir in His Old Age, the historical
interest of The Sorrow of Hān, and the adherence to nature of Chinese plays in
general. 5

5

Davis observed that An Heir in his Old Age is “the simple representation of a
story in domestic life – a plain ‘unvarnished tale,’ in which Chinese manners and
Chinese feelings are faithfully delineated and expressed, in a natural manner, and
in appropriate language” (1817: xxxiv-xxxv); The Sorrows of Hān is “historical,
and relates to one of the most interesting periods of the Chinese annals” (1829
vol. II: 215). Comparing Chinese drama with Indian drama, Davis remarked that
there is “a characteristic difference between them; the one adhering strictly to
nature, and describing human manners and human feelings; the other soaring
beyond nature, into the labyrinth of an intricate and inexplicable mythology”
(1817: xlv).
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The case of the Zhaoshi gu’er exemplifies how a Chinese text travels to the
European sinological discourse while making a life in the literary world in the
form of adaptations; we see this text traversing the realms of professional
sinology and the public sphere of social debate and the literary marketplace,
migrating between different strata of the discourse on China. This explains the
recurrence of particular texts and genres and a certain sense of repetitiveness and
internal-referentiality of the discourse – as we see in the works of Julien and
Davis, the dialectic between the referentiality and evolution of the discourse is
underpinned by the effort of its participants to mark their distinction and
establish new norms and paradigms.

Ethnographic and Instrumental Approaches to Chinese Literature:
Thomas Percy and John Francis Davis
A similar pattern of continuity and transformation can be observed in European
translations of the Chinese scholar-and-beauty romance Haoqiu zhuan 好逑傳,
“the most translated Chinese work of fiction in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries” (St. André 2013: 63-64, 87-88). The first published translation of the
Haoqiu zhuan has an almost accidental beginning. The manuscript of a translation
of the Haoqiu zhuan belonging to James Wilkinson, a former representative of the
East India Company, who seemed to have made the translations “as a kind of
exercise” while learning Chinese “under the direction of a Chinese master or
tutor” in Canton (Percy 1761 vol. I: x), came into the hands of Thomas Percy
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(1729-1811), antiquarian and later Bishop of Dromore. Percy was best known
for his ballad collection Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765), which fostered
the ballad revival and became a foundational text for the Romantic movement.
Although he had no direct knowledge of the Chinese language, Percy was
regarded as the first British sinologist (Porter 2010b: 155-183; Kitson 2013:
26-44); Qian Zhongshu observes that Percy’s “knowledge of China, though
acquired at second-hand, seems astonishingly extensive. One finds him perhaps
the most well-read Englishman on this subject” (2005: 241). In 1761, Percy
published Hau Kiou Choaan, or The Pleasing History on the basis of the Wilkinson
manuscripts (see Powell 1926; Milner-Barry and Powell 1927; Ogburn 1933).
Percy’s edition is furnished with ample scholarly apparatus – copious notes on a
wide range of topics, supplementary essays and translations of Chinese proverbs
and poetry, and an index of topical entries. These are drawn from Percy’s
extensive reading of various European sources on China, as indicated in the list of
26 works provided by Percy. The scholarly orientation of Percy’s version can also
be seen in the tendency towards literal translation (St. André 2003a: 43-50).
Among the supplementary pieces in The Pleasing History is “Fragments of
Chinese Poetry: With a Dissertation” (Percy 1761 vol. IV: 197-253). These
“Fragments” contain English translations of Chinese poetry, relayed from “almost
all that have been published in any European language” (ibid.: 199). The
translations are “made as literal, as possible, lest by aiming at elegance it should
depart from the sense of the Chinese original” (ibid.: 202), and Percy did not use
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rhyme, sometimes adding explanatory phrases in square brackets to clarify
syntactic oddities. In keeping with the scholarly feature of The Pleasing History,
Percy’s “Fragments” is supplied with introductory material, extracts from the
sayings of Confucius on the importance of poetry, and notes on the meaning of
the poems and the history, geography, and customs of China.
According to T. C. Fan, Percy was “something of a philosophe”, and like the
Enlightenment philosophes of the period, “he was interested in moeurs” (Fan 1946:
123). Among his circle of friends in the Club of Samuel Johnson, which includes
Oliver Goldsmith, who shared Percy’s interest in China, Percy was more of a
scholar and antiquarian. In his conception, the chief value of the Haoqiu zhuan lies
in its being “a faithful picture of Chinese manners, wherein the domestic and
political economy of that vast people is displayed with an exactness and accuracy
to which none but a native could be capable of attaining” (1761 vol. I: xv). This
view of the Haoqiu zhuan as a window onto China is echoed by Percy’s readers;
William Shenstone, for example, regarded the novel as “a Curiosity, or perhaps as
an agreeable means of conveying to the generality / all they wish or want to know,
of the Chinese manners and constitution” (quoted from Min 2018: 167).
The copious notes in The Pleasing History testify to Percy’s keen interest in
collecting information on China. These notes range from “porcelain and pottery,
pagodas, religion and morality, gin-seng, tea, wines and spirits, shrubs and herbs”
to “Confucius, mandarinate and literary examinations, women and their family
life” (Fan 1946: 124). The Pleasing History is also a rare instance of an
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eighteenth-century work of fiction that contains an index, which is arranged
according to topics on different aspects of China and the Chinese. Percy’s
approach to Chinese literature can thus be described as ethnographic – though he
was never “in the field”, he set to work on a text produced by the Chinese
themselves, and with his industrious note-collecting extracted from this text as
much ethnological value as possible, gleaning from it points of comparison with
European societies and knowledge about the “national characteristics” of the
Chinese people.
This scholarly-antiquarian-ethnographic approach brings us to the more
general question of how various sinologist-translators conceived of the value and
function of Chinese literature to Europe, which will provide a useful point of
comparison when we come to the poet-translators in the following chapters.
With a studied air of ethnographic minuteness and objectivity, Percy presented
The Pleasing History to his readers as a “curious specimen of Chinese literature”
(Percy 1761 vol. I: xiv) and an Enlightenment-universalism-informed study of
“the human mind” and “the manner of its operation under every possible
combination of ideas” (quoted from Porter 2010: 157). He chose neither to
“conceal nor extenuate its faults”, leaving it instead “to the critics to decide its
merit” (Percy 1761 vol. I: xiv-xv). The issue of the literary value of this
“specimen” of Chinese literature, therefore, is relatively unimportant to Percy.
When Percy was working on The Pleasing History and his other Chinese volumes –
Miscellaneous Pieces Relating to the Chinese (1762), and The Matrons (1762) – he was
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also engaged with another serendipitously recovered manuscript, which took him
almost ten years of painstaking editorial work. When it came out as Reliques of
Ancient English Poetry in 1765, this collection of old ballads became the
“epoch-making work of English romanticism” and “indelibly altered Britain’s
sense of its literary heritage” (Groom 1999: 2; Curran 1986: 129). On a
methodological level, Percy’s prior works on China are “preparatives” for “the
editorial and theoretical strategies” and “the peculiarly ethnographic and
antiquarian approach” (Min 2018: 168-169) he employed in the Reliques. On a
deeper level, Percy’s China served the two-pronged function of an exemplar for
emulation and the foil against which the work of constructing British literary
heritage was performed in the Reliques.
David Porter has offered a detailed analysis of the “intertextual dynamics”
between Percy’s Chinese writings and the Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, which
reveals Percy’s “complex, ambivalent, and even deeply conflicted” response to
China (Porter 2010: 154-155, 159). Through his sinological endeavour, Percy
discovered in China a living civilizational antecedent with awe-inspiring antiquity,
continuity, and a highly sophisticated literary tradition, “a model that is at once
inspiring and unsettling, leading him simultaneously to repudiate Chinese claims
to cultural greatness and to appropriate them for his own purposes” (ibid.: 155).
Percy’s “profound ambivalence towards China” is evinced in his “oscillation
between identification and distinction, admiration and distain” (ibid.: 175). His
copious annotations in The Pleasing History, while maintaining a façade of
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ethnographic impartiality, vacillate between positive and negative judgments of
Chinese manners and customs, and his index entries offer a Manichaean scheme
of the “light” and “dark” sides of the Chinese character (Percy 1761 vol. IV:
258-259).
Furthermore, Percy’s “insistent denial of Chinese gallantry and romance”,
while “fl[ying] in the face of textual evidence” in the Haoqiu zhuan, works in
tandem with his conception of gallantry as a defining British virtue, and romance
as an “ur-British, fundamentally Gothic genre” (Min 2018: 188, 191, emphasis in
the original). While deprecating the artificiality of Chinese poetry – “in almost all
their poetical productions appears a quaintness and affectation; a fondness for
little conceits; and a want of that noble simplicity, which is only to be attained by
the genuine study of nature, and of its artless beauties: a study to which the
Chinese seem to pay the least attention of any people in the world” (Percy 1761
vol. IV: 217) – Percy was also inventing a primitivist poetics of bardic simplicity
in the Reliques – the “natural unaffected sentiments”, and “the simplicity of style”
of Britain’s literary past (Percy 1765 vol. I: xxii). In “A Dissertation on the
Language and Characters of the Chinese” (1762 vol. I: 3-36), Percy argued that
China’s overdeveloped written language had led to the deficiency in the oral
language and oral tradition, consequently suffocating poetic genius and resulting
in cultural stagnation – a common trope about China gaining currency around
this time. This contrasts sharply with Percy’s evolutionary framework for English
literary progress: “the barbarians of ancient Saxony were nurturing, through their
20

tales of battlefield glory, the seed of poetic genius that would eventually ripen
into the works of Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope” (Porter 2010: 182-183; see
also Kitson 2013: 41-44; Min 2018: 193-199).
Percy’s ambivalent attitude towards China is symptomatic of an anxiety of
influence (to use Harold Bloom’s term), an “anxiety born of a consciousness of
belatedness or inferiority” and the “Bloomian struggles with his Chinese fathers”
(Porter 2010: 183). He created a “myth of Englishness” by “at once incorporating
and repudiating elements of his Chinese model” (ibid.: 183). We see in Percy’s
case how the conception of foreign otherness intertwines with an ascendant
national cultural consciousness, and how the exploration of the literatures of the
world and the forging of a nationalist literary identity are mutually constitutive.
This ambivalence was also a result of the increased first-hand contact with China
over the eighteenth century via global voyage, trade, and embassy missions and
the consequent influx of travel writings on China that contravene the glowing
reports of the Jesuits. It gradually came to characterize “Romantic Sinology”
(Kitson 2013: 13-15) around the turn of the nineteenth century.
John Francis Davis, whose translations of Chinese plays were mentioned
previously, was an exemplary figure in the “Canton School of Romantic Sinology”
(Kitson 2013: 98-125). He was considered “the first major British translator of
Chinese literature” (St. André 2018: 70; Wong 2015: 169-203) and “with Percy
and Goethe one of the pioneers of China’s presence in world literature” (Kitson
2013: 106). The fact that in the first half of the nineteenth century, literary
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translations from Chinese into English comprise mainly fiction and drama is very
much a reflection of the output of Davis, who gave us a collection of short stories
(Chinese Novels, 1822), two Chinese plays (An Heir in His Old Age, 1817, and The
Sorrows of Hān, 1829), and a new translation of the Haoqiu zhuan, The Fortunate
Union (1829). Davis observed that to European readers, the chief value of
Chinese literature consists in the “objects of curiosity” they offer, or the wealth of
practical information about the customs, beliefs, and mores of the Chinese (Davis
1822: 11). The popular literature of China has “the best claim to [the Europeans’]
attention; and there appears no readier or more agreeable mode of becoming
intimately acquainted with a people, from whom Europe can have so little to
learn … than by drawing largely from the inexhaustible stores of their lighter
literature” (Davis 1865: 91, emphasis in the original).
This idea of translating Chinese literature as a means of gathering
information about Chinese life and manners explains Davis’s selection of the
popular genres of “lighter literature” like novels and plays instead of the classical
canon, and it further reveals the link between British sinological discourse and
the imperial enterprise of trade and colonial governance, which rely upon a
repository

of

such

practical

information.

Davis’s

pragmatic,

information-gathering approach brings Chinese literature into the service of
empire, and this emphasis on first-hand empirical knowledge of the China field
characterizes the ethos of a new generation of British sinologists, who aimed to
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distinguish their own practices from the scholastic, classics-centred approach
practised by the French arm-chair sinologues.
The production of sinological knowledge was facilitated by institutional
networks of publishing, reviewing, and dissemination. The professionalization of
British sinology in the early nineteenth century came with the establishment of
learned societies, professional journals, and publishing enterprises in both the
imperial metropolis and colonial contact zones like the China-coast, India, and
Southeast Asia (Hillemann 2009; Fan 2004). These intersecting networks of
imperial expansion created multiple sites of sinological practise, giving rise to a
professional sphere and a larger public sphere of intelligent readers interested in
China. That the translation strategies of Davis and other sinologists bifurcate into
the more literal/foreignizing and the more free/domesticating can be
understood in parallel with the emergence of these two spheres of discourse.
James St. André notes that Davis produced “foreignizing translations” in
professional journals when translating “official documents, extracts from the
Peking Gazette, writings of the local magistrates and various other sources”; when
writing for general readers beyond the “professional sphere of Sinology”, he
tended to adopt a more liberal approach to translation after the 1820s (St. André
2018: 102-106; 2007).
Davis’s retranslation of the Haoqiu zhuan, titled The Fortunate Union and
published in London by The Oriental Translation Fund in 1829, illustrates how he
addressed the reading public as a representative of the first generation of
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professional British sinologists. Interestingly, it is Percy’s version, with its copious
annotations and a more literal method of translation, that looks more scholarly.
In contrast, Davis employed a “smoother, or nativist translation strategy” (St.
André 2003b: 65) which involves a significant degree of freedom, while
establishing his sinological credentials in the paratexts by detailing the
inadequacies of previous translations, his own solid linguistic knowledge, “long
personal acquaintance with the [Chinese] people”, and first-hand experience in
the China field (Davis 1829 vol. I: vii).
Another factor that contributes to the beguilingly fluent surface of Davis’s
translation is the perceived intolerance on the part of his readers of “ill-looking
and worse-sounding exotic words” (Davis 1829 vol. I: xiii). In his 1829 treatise
on Chinese poetry, Poeseos Sinicae Commentarii: The Poetry of the Chinese, 6 Davis
emphasized again the need to avoid wearying the attention of “tasteful and
cultivated readers” with “barbariphonous and uncouth names”, and he chose
freely between “prose translation ... metrical version, or an avowed paraphrase” when
translating poems selected for this treatise (Davis 1829/1870: 33-34, emphasis in
the original).
One may draw a connection between Davis’s free or “nativist” approach to
translating Chinese literary works and his conception of the function and value of
Chinese literature. That the foreignness of the Chinese originals, which Davis
6

Poeseos Sinicae Commentarii was originally published in the Transactions of the
Royal Asiatic Society in 1929 (2.1, 393-461); the “new and augmented edition” was
published in London in 1870.
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considered “barbariphonous and uncouth”, requires the translator’s taming before
being presented to European readers is in line with Davis’s idea that Chinese
literature serves primarily an instrumental function as a storehouse of practical
knowledge that facilitates the operation of empire, and the implicit trivialization
of its literary value, which sometimes borders on denigration: “Chinese taste … is
what most of us would pronounce vile and unseemly”, and Chinese literature is
“childish …, a reflex of the general condition of society and intellect in which it
originates” (Davis 1822: 20; 1865: 113). The imperialist subtext of these remarks
becomes manifest when we consider the historical context of Sino-British
relations. “[A] staggering reversal of fortune from admiration to degradation” in
representations of China occurred around the turn of the nineteenth century,
which was the result of “the combined onslaught of missionary writing,
economic theory, Oriental scholarship, and colonial conflict” (Kitson 2013: 13).

B. Chinese Poetry in the Empire of Learning: English Retranslations of the
Shijing, 1870s-1890s
The professional sphere of British sinology continued to develop with the
expansion of colonial, economic, and missionary activities in China, and the
1860s marked the beginning of what is called the “Leggian epoch” in British
sinology (Girardot 2002: 142-144), epitomized by the publication of the
Protestant missionary James Legge’s (1815-1897) multi-volume The Chinese
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Classics (1861-1872), and the inauguration of Legge’s Oxford professorship of
Chinese in 1876. The latter half of the nineteenth century also saw the rise of
China-coast sinology – the “accelerated, and self-motivated, professionalization
of China-coast amateur scholars from missionary, diplomatic and commercial
backgrounds” and the application of “new critical interpretive perspectives”
including comparative philology and other comparative sciences to the study of
“religion, folklore, ethnography, and anthropology” (Girardot 2002: 144). The
burgeoning China-coast sinology was facilitated by the vibrant publishing houses
located in the treaty port enclaves, like The London Missionary Society Press,
Kelly and Walsh, The American Presbyterian Press, and a whole host of
sinological periodicals – The Chinese Recorder, The China Review, The Celestial Empire,
Phoenix, Notes and Queries on China and Japan, Journal of the North China Branch of
the Royal Asiatic Society, to name but a few.
Translations of the Confucian classics were in the foreground of
nineteenth century British sinology. These translations were mainly done by
missionaries – Joshua Marshman’s The Works of Confucius (1809), David Collie’s
The Chinese Classical Work Commonly Called the Four Books (1828), and James Legge’s
The Chinese Classics: With a Translation, Critical and Exegetical Notes, Prolegomena, and
Copious Indexes. The first edition of this five-volume project was published with
sponsorship from Jardine and Matheson between 1861 and 1872 in Hong Kong
(printed “At the Authors” – the London Missionary Society’s Printing Office in
Hong Kong) and in London by Trübner. This brand of missionary sinology seeks
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to further missionary labours by “thoroughly master[ing] the Classical Books of
the Chinese” (Legge 1861: vii), and it runs parallel with the anti-scholasticism of
sinologists like Davis, who placed greater emphasis on practical knowledge of the
field and popular genres like novels and plays.
For the rest of this section, I will focus on one text in the Confucian canon,
the Shijing 詩經, or the ancient Chinese book of poetry. It went through a series
of frequent retranslations in English in the last three decades of the nineteenth
century (Legge 1871, 1876, 1879; Allen 1891; Jennings 1891), not to mention
translations into other European languages and the numerous selective renditions
published in sinological periodicals. The frequency of retranslation within a
relatively short period of time indicates the dynamism and diversity of the
sinological field, as these are “active retranslations”, and they often address
supposedly unanswered needs or contend for “better” approaches in
interpretation and translation (Pym 1998: 82-83; see also Venuti 2003; Chan
2010: 192-196).

James Legge’s Three Translations of the Shijing
Legge’s 1871 translation of the Shijing was published in two parts as volume IV of
The Chinese Classics, a “Herculean” undertaking that stands as a monument of
textual scholarship.7 It includes indexes of subjects, proper names, and Chinese
characters and phrases, and a 182-page prolegomena containing chapters on the
7

Lauren Pfister (2004) identifies fifteen sinological standards for translation set
by Legge’s Chinese Classics.
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textual and commentarial history of the Shijing, its prosodic features and literary
values, various aspects of ancient China as revealed in the Shijing, and a list of
principal works in Chinese (55 titles listed) and European languages consulted by
Legge. As in the other volumes of The Chinese Classics, Legge’s 1871 translation of
the Shijing offers a bilingual text, laid out in a three-layered format with the
vertically printed Chinese text at the top, Legge’s translation in the middle, and
the extensive annotations in smaller type at the bottom.
The Chinese Classics is thus equipped with a whole battalion of scholarly
apparatuses. As an exemplar of typographical advancement and a norm-setting
sinological feat, it finds its precedent in the works of Stanislas Julien. The format
and content of Legge’s 1871 Shijing is reminiscent of the commentarial literature
in traditional Chinese scholarship. The essential components of traditional
commentary can be found in Legge’s annotation: philological exposition of
characters, grammar, and historical phonology; quotations from traditional
dictionaries and Chinese philologists; the interpretations of different schools of
commentators, oftentimes supplied with the original Chinese texts; and
meticulous discussions of issues in ancient history, geography, and custom.
Furthermore, the authority of the Mao Preface 毛序 is placed at the head of
the note, supplemented with the readings of Zhu Xi 朱 熹 and other
commentators. To quote Lindsay Ride and Norman Girardot, Legge’s annotated
translations “[stand] in the nature of an English chu-shu [注疏] in rank with those
of the great Chinese commentators” (Ride 1960: 24) and “participate in the totum
28

scribile of Chinese commentarial tradition more than almost any other Western
sinological works of his own or other ages do”; they testify to Legge’s “incredibly
diligent and prolonged effort in acquiring a familiarity with the Chinese
commentarial tradition in the manner both of a native scholar and of an
Evangelical biblical exegete” (Girardot 2002: 359-361).
Legge upheld “faithfulness” as the primary concern in translation, his
object “having always been faithfulness to the original Chinese rather than grace
of composition” (Legge 1893: x). He aimed “to translate faithfully, without
resorting to paraphrase”, which he considered “a slovenly and unscholarly
practice” (Legge 1872: vi). The translation in Legge’s 1871 version of the Shijing
is rendered in prose form, without regular rhyme and metre, and his translation
often reflects the readings of traditional Chinese commentators, whom Legge
quoted extensively and weighed carefully in the annotations. The “foreignness” of
Legge’s translation, while attributable to the estranging effect (in our eyes) of
Victorian diction and style, is “more often the result of an extraordinary
conscientiousness to take every word and sentence seriously, and a critical
reaction to the natural, smooth ‘paraphrases’ which tend to gloss over difficulties
and differences in translation” (Wang 2008: 55).
The abiding concern for “faithfulness”, the minimizing of literary devices,
and the embedding of translation in multiple layers of dense paratextual
materials seem to run counter to literariness, and it can be said that Legge’s 1871
version of the Shijing is a non-literary presentation of a literary text. This mode
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of philological translation, according to Tymoczko, “implicitly reenact[s] the
imperialist postures” and “perpetuates the panoptic ideal of the imperialist
gaze … at the same time the text to be translated is downgraded in status from a
piece of literature to a non-literary work” (Tymoczko 1999b: 268-269). While a
philologically oriented translation does not necessarily imply that “the literature
of other cultures is reduced to non-literature” (ibid.: 259), Legge did pronounce
his depreciation of the literary value of the Shijing, saying that its “principal
interest … arises from its pictures of manners”, and “[t]he collection as a whole
is not worth the trouble of versifying” (Legge 1871: 115,116).
The format of Legge’s 1871 version of the Shijing brings to mind the idea
of “thick translation” (Appiah 1993; Hermans 2003), which “seeks with its
annotations and its accompanying glosses to locate the text in a rich cultural and
linguistic context” (Appiah 1993: 817), and to “promote, in the target language
culture, a fuller understanding and a deeper respect of the culture of the Other”
(Cheung 2007: 3). With its multilayered contextualization in philological and
commentarial scholarship, Legge’s translation seems to be an exemplary case of
thick translation, and Girardot commends Legge for being “able to communicate
in a carefully chosen and richly annotated, if not always syntactically graceful or
stylistically beautiful, English the authentic transformative power of some ancient
Chinese books to a Western audience” (Girardot 2002: 355). On the other hand,
Legge’s manufacturing of a textualist simulacrum of how the Chinese themselves
read their own classics is underpinned by the idea that through immersion in the
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native commentarial tradition, one can gain access to the “Chinese mind”, and
that in “the Classical Books of the Chinese … were to be found the foundations
of the moral, social, and political life of the people” (Legge 1861: vii). The very
“thickness” of Legge’s translation and paratextual materials, therefore, is also
symptomatic of a “textual attitude” – the assumption that “the swarming,
unpredictable, and problematic mess in which human beings live can be
understood on the basis of what books – texts – say” (Said 1978: 92-93).
This brings us to the question of whether Legge’s formidable textual
labour is an act of “subservience”, as Arthur Wright describes it, to the Chinese
classics and the commentarial tradition, 8 or an attempt to emulate the authority
of native commentators. The immersion in traditional commentary and the
replication of the commentarial format in translation do not imply that Legge
entered fully into the “commentarial mentalities” (Henderson 1991); the ample
paratextual space of Legge’s Chinese Classics not only allows the inclusion of
copious cultural knowledge and furnishes opportunities for inter-religious
dialogue, it also creates an arena for missiological manoeuvre and the display of
sinological competence in adjudicating the correctness of individual

8

In his essay “The Study of Chinese Civilization”, Arthur Wright (1960)
describes this mode of sinological scholarship as the annotation-translation type,
tracing it back to the works of the Jesuits, Abel-Rémusat, and marking Legge’s
Chinese Classics as its culmination. It is “in part a transplantation and an extension
of the Chinese exegetical tradition and thus to suggest one of the ways in which
the Western Sinologue was subservient to the scholarly values of the Chinese
literati” (Wright 1960: 242-243).
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commentaries and the cultural, philosophical, and religious significance of the
Chinese classics.
Following the suggestion and enlisting the help of his nephew, the Rev.
John Legge, James Legge set out later to work on a metrical translation of the
Shijing, which came out in 1876 as The She King; or, The Book of Ancient Poetry. The
course of preparing a metrical version brought about a change in Legge’s
evaluation of the aesthetic merit of the Shijing. Studying every piece again and
“endeavouring to give an adequate rendering of it in English verse”, he found that
these ancient poems of China can be “read with pleasure from the pathos of their
descriptions, their expressions of natural feeling, and the boldness and frequency
of their figures” (Legge 1876: 35). Previously obscured by “the critical labour
necessary to secure accuracy of translation” in the densely annotated 1871
version, the poetic beauty of the Shijing was revealed to him anew through the
labour of versifying (ibid.). This change in aesthetic judgment is a good example
of the “complexity and progressive transformation” that characterized Legge’s
sinological career” (Girardot 2002: 687), and it well testifies, in a more general
way, to the transformative power that the act of translation may have upon the
mind of the translator.
However painstaking Legge’s efforts were, the metrical Book of Ancient
Poetry – Legge’s “one major experiment in the interest of a more exactly
congruent emotive and poetic translation” – was “largely unsuccessful” (Girardot
2002: 687). Being “overly sensitive to his stylistic shortcomings”, Legge hoped to
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“offset these weaknesses by drawing upon a group of poetic collaborators” (ibid.:
103). Yet the “unwieldy assemblage”9 of helpers failed to fulfil their promised
portion of the task, and in the end, “fully three-fourths of the volume” and the
“revising of the other fourth” are all Legge’s own work (Legge 1876: iii). The
difficulty of versifying is deepened by Legge’s principle of “faithfulness” in
translation – “that the rendering of every piece should be a faithful metrical
version of the original”, and he assured his readers that they will find in this
volume “no paraphrase, but the poems of the Chinese writers presented to them
faithfully” (ibid.: 35-36). The straits of rhyme, the weightiness of Legge’s style,
keenly felt even by his Victorian contemporaries 10 and worsened by the modern
estrangement from Victorian taste, together with Legge’s attempts to convey the
commentarial interpretations which overburdened the translations with layers of
allegorical meaning, 11 produced in the end “a rather incongruous blend of old
9

Legge initially counted on the assistance from his nephew John Legge, his
cousin James Legge of Staffordshire, Alexander Cran of Fairfield, and W. T.
Mercer, an old friend from Hong Kong. See Legge’s Preface to The Book of Ancient
Poetry (1876: iii-iv). Girardot remarks that “[a]s might be expected with such an
unwieldy assemblage, Legge’s collaborators were not able to follow through on
their commitments to the project” (2002: 103).
10
In his review of Legge’s 1871 translation of the Shijing, Ernst Eitel wrote that
“we cannot shut our eyes against a certain rigid stateliness, almost amounting to
prosy heaviness and quaintness, that characterized Dr. Legge as a translator in his
previous publications and comes out more strongly here where he is dealing with
quaint poetical effusions which he was not enthusiast enough to admire very
highly” (1872: 5).
11
Or, to quote Legge’s own explanation: “in translating Chinese poetry one has
constantly to regard what was in the mind of the writer. It was my object to
bring this out in the notes in my larger work [i.e. Legge’s 1871 version of the
Shijing]; and what was brought out there had to be transferred to the stanzas of
the present version” (1876: 36).
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stiffly formal style accompanied by Scottish doggerel and some bits of sprightly
rhyme” (Girardot 2002: 103).
The contemporary reviews of Legge’s metrical Shijing, however, did not
dwell upon the supposed stylistic deficiency of Legge’s rendition. A certain
anachronism in our aesthetic judgment might have somewhat exaggerated the
oddity of Legge’s verse; moreover, the reviewers’ apparent disregard for what
seems conspicuous to us indicates the kind of interest and value Chinese
literature might hold for the European readers of the time. The reviewer for the
Pall Mall Gazette, for example, recalls Davis’s argument that Chinese literature
serves primarily an informational function: “the principle interest” of the Shijing
consists in “its pictures of manners … whatever may be the estimate of the
poetical merit”; if the Shijing poems “do not strike the imagination by the
sublimity of their images or the beauty of their poetical imagery, [they] are
nevertheless of great interest as furnishing glimpses of the China of a period
coeval with, if not antecedent to, the Egyptian and Assyrian empires of the
biblical chronicles – which the prose records extant do not supply”. 12
After leaving the mission field in 1873, Legge continued his sinological
career as the first Professor of Chinese at Oxford (1876-1897). A second revised
edition of The Chinese Classics came out between 1893 and 1895, and Legge
contributed six volumes of translations of Confucian and Taoist texts to the
monumental series The Sacred Books of the East, edited by the Oxford comparative
12

Anonymous review, “Ancient Chinese Poetry”, Pall Mall Gazette, 17th July 1876,
220.
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philologist and Indologist Max Müller (1823-1900). Legge’s 1879 version of the
Shijing is included in volume III part I of The Sacred Books of the East series. This
version is a selective translation of 104 pieces that represent the “religious
portions” of the Shijing. The poems are rearranged in an order that foregrounds
the religious content, which re-contextualises the Shijing in Müller’s project of
comparative religion.

The Comparatist-Translators
I mentioned in the previous discussion on Percy and Davis that Britain’s
self-awareness as an ascendant global power is intertwined with the evolution of
sinological discourse in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The
march of empire was furthered by the advance of modern scientific method and
knowledge as the century unfolded – at the height of industrial, commercial, and
imperial power, the British Empire was also an “empire of learning” (Girardot
2002: 148) that aspired to catalogue, document, manage, and control the massive
influx of objects and knowledge which came with imperial expansion, giving rise
to the establishment of museums, new academic disciplines and endowments,
learned societies and congresses, and monumental textual projects like
encyclopaedias and book series.
The rise of positivism and “developmental historicism” in Victorian Britain
(Bevir 2017) brought about rapid progress in the human sciences. Müller’s
comparative undertaking in The Sacred Books of the East series was very much in
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line with the intellectual ethos of the nineteenth-century empire of learning,
which saw important developments in comparative philology and other
comparative sciences, ushering in what Raymond Schwab called “the Oriental
Renaissance” (1984: 11-20). In his 1891 Inaugural Address to the Royal Asiatic
Society, Müller urged the sinologists to join the comparative enterprise: “If
Chinese scholars would bring the ancient literature near to us, if they would
show us something in it that really concerns us, something that is not merely old
but eternally young, Chinese studies would soon take their place in public
estimation by the side of Indo-European, Babylonian, and Egyptian scholarship”
(1891: 808). The latter half of the nineteenth century saw the emergence of
various brands of sinological comparativism which seek to integrate sinology
with other branches of Oriental studies, chief among them sino-Aryanism
(expounded in Joseph Edkins’s China’s Place in Philology, 1871) and
sino-Babylonianism (put forth by Terrien de Lacouperie). These schools of
“unbridled comparativism … eventually died a slow death by ridicule toward the
end of the century” (Girardot 2002: 153); yet within the dynamic intellectual
milieu of the time, they created fresh impetus for reinterpretation and
retranslation of the Chinese classics.
Thomas Kingsmill’s (1837-1910) “The Ancient Language and Cult of the
Chows; Being Notes Critical and Exegetical on the Shi-King, or Classic of Poetry
of the Chinese” (1878) is an example of a “radical ‘Aryan’ reinterpretation” of the
Shijing (Behr 2015: 326). Kingsmill’s translations of a selection of the Shijing
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poems are included in the paper, and phonetic transcriptions of the Chinese
original in the Cantonese dialect and Sanskrit transcriptions are placed side by
side in order to demonstrate “how close” the relations are between the language
of the Shijing and the “ancient Aryan language” (Kingsmill 1878: 101).
In 1891, Clement Francis Romilly Allen (1844-1920), who served as
consul in Fu Zhou, Jiu Jiang, and Yan Tai, published another translation of the
Shijing, The Book of Chinese Poetry. Allen’s approach to the Shijing and ancient
China is informed by Terrien de Lacouperie’s sino-Babylonian theory, which
contends that “the Chinese have no claim whatever to the immense antiquity in
which they delight to boast, and that they came from Babylonia and Elam, in
successive immigrations into China … The settlers brought with them from
Babylonia to China a written language closely akin to the cuneiform, and sundry
arts and sciences” (Allen 1891: vi-vii). Quoting from various works by
Lacouperie, Allen presented central aspects of Chinese civilization as derivatives
of some Babylonian antecedent, including the Chinese written language and
some of the ancient Chinese deities.
The subsuming of ancient China under these various types of comparative
framework can lead to the denial of Chinese cultural originality and autonomy. In
the light of Lacouperie’s sino-Babylonianism, essential aspects of China’s ancient
past were thought to be “second-hand” and “borrowed” from some Babylonian
antecedent. The comparative mythology of Kingsmill, in a similar manner,
reduces the ancient lore of China to a mere unimaginative copy of Aryan
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mythology (Kingsmill 1873; 1878: 108-125). What these arguments come down
to is that “everything Chinese” had been “derived from one and the same place, be
it India of the Aryans or Accadians”, and that the Chinese had “no originality
whatsoever … having in their intercourse with Babylonia remained simply
passive, receiving everything and never giving anything in return” (Eitel 1888:
317).
The propositions of sino-Aryan and sino-Babylonian theorists “hinged on
the reduction of the Chinese language (religion, literature, civilization) to
something other than itself ” (Girardot 2002: 154). The originality of Chinese
civilization was thus implicitly subsided, reduced or even cancelled; Chinese
cultural

particularity

became

inauthentic

and

unimportant.

13

Sino-Babylonianism can be considered an epistemology of power and “a Western
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (Said
1978: 3). The comparative attitude and method here employed go beyond the
merely descriptive. They point to an “apparent ontological inequality” and bear
“the traces of power – power to have resurrected, indeed created, the Orient,
power that dwelt in the new, scientifically advanced techniques of philology and
of anthropological generalization” (Said 1978: 150, 121). It would not be difficult
to hear the resonances between such “quasi-biblical monogenetic theory of

13

This can be related to Arif Dirlik’s discussion of the “culturalist essentialism”
of Orientalist epistemology (Dirlik 1996: 97-98). In his analysis of the history of
European sinology, Hung Ho-Fung identifies “reductionism” as “the fundamental
fallacy of Orientalism” (Hung 2003: 254).
38

origins” (Girardot 2002: 154) and the evangelizing and colonialist intentions
impinging on China.
Sino-Babylonianism merits our attention not only as a distinctive
embodiment of the discursive currents in late nineteenth-century sinology, but
also as an illustration of how the issue of cultural originality and particularity
comes into play in the study of foreign cultures. The negation of Chinese cultural
particularity implied in Allen’s sino-Babylonianism and the attendant exercise of
“power intellectual” (Said 1978: 12) further elevates the Western sinologist onto
a status of interpretive legitimacy and authority that claims to rival, and even
supplant, the Chinese commentarial tradition. Allen pointed out that the Chinese
commentators are “most misleading”, and in his translation, he “determined not
to be bound by any commentary” but instead tried to “give the simple meaning of
the text, without hauling in some moral lesson by the head and shoulders” (Allen
1891: xxiii). The Chinese commentators, in Allen’s depiction, were too much
obsessed with their didactic concerns for “propriety and righteousness” to
appreciate the sentiments of “a simpler time” (ibid.: xxiv). The Western
sinologist-comparatists, in contrast, are empowered by Western forms of
knowledge and method to relocate ancient China to a universalist framework of
world civilizations, which endows them with “the power of comparison and
discrimination … essential to correct knowledge” (Allen 1884: 459).
As radical as his interpretive stance is Allen’s method of translation. He
had “assumed the utmost licence” when translating: the “Chinese names” are
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avoided, the diction is made “modern”, and the original structures of the poems
were altered and “recast… in a more melodious shape” (Allen 1891: xxiv-xxv).
Allen also employed regular metres and rhyme schemes in his translation;
syntactic inversions and conventional poeticisms abound; Scottish dialect words
are occasionally incorporated, and quotations from European poetry are
appended before the translations or even given as titles to the Shijing poems.
Reading Allen’s rendition of the Shijing, the Victorian readers would be
unlikely to encounter much difficulty with this Chinese text, which, in its
original, is considered one of the most philologically challenging. The experience
of the foreign is thus kept to the minimum in Allen’s rendition, and we can easily
imagine his readers having “the narcissistic experience of recognizing their own
culture in a cultural other” (Venuti 2008: 15), as the Chinese text passes as
smooth, perfectly intelligible and quite predictable most of the time, and cultural
parallels can be encountered here and there. Allen made conscious efforts to
domesticate and assimilate the Chinese so as to align it with what his Victorian
readers were accustomed to – to familiarize it, that is, to make it familiarly
Victorian.
Allen’s familiarized version of the Shijing stands as a metonymic proof of
the sino-Babylonian argument for monogenesis and sameness. Being an
“embodiment” of the source text and culture, translation has its own
particularities compared to other modes of representation that simply discourse
upon a certain subject – it somehow passes as the original, its translational and
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representational nature vaguely unbeknownst to readers of translation. In her
extensive study of Victorian periodical literature about translation, Annmarie
Drury identified “the displacement of the original texts” as one of the “persistent
habits of thought in Victorian approaches to the art” (Drury 2015: 33-38), which
indicates how the metonymics of sameness in Allen’s familiarized version of the
Shijing might be read by the Victorian readers.14
On the other hand, Allen’s radically free method of translation is also in
keeping with this idea that what is “barbarous and harsh” in the original (Allen
1891: 25) shall be tamed in the translation. Allen aligned himself with John
Francis Davis, quoting Davis’s remark that “a verbal translation from the one
concerning which we now treat [i.e. Chinese] must of necessity degenerate into a
horrible jargon, which few persons will undergo the disgust of perusing” (Davis
1829/1870: 34; Allen 1884: 456). Drawing on Eric Cheyfitz’s The Poetics of
Imperialism, Robert Kern argues that such assimilative translations of Chinese
poetry, which appropriate the original “in terms of the translator’s own culture”,
can have significant imperialist undertones (Kern 1996: 163-166). To Allen, the
Shijing is a “rough and tangled” “mass of silk”, “whereof the skilful workman can
make use” (1884: 456-457) – the “skilful workman” here is the
sinologist-translator, who is not only in possession of specialized knowledge
about China, but also the arbiter of correct interpretations and good taste.
14

It would be interesting to note that the reviewer in Pall Mall Gazette (Thursday,
31 March 1892) wrote that Allen’s translation “takes no unnecessary licence”
and “the spirit of the original has not been violated”. On the metonymic
properties of translation, see Tymoczko (1999b: 47-48).
st
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We may therefore draw a connection between Allen’s translation method
and his evaluation of the literary merit of the Shijing. With reference to
Schleiermacher, Maria Tymoczko points out that “[i]n translations the greater the
prestige of the source culture and the source text, the easier it is to require that
the audience come to the text” and to adopt a more literal translation (1999a:
29-30). If we take into view other divergent methods in the heterogeneous
translation field of British sinology, we will be able to see further correlations
between translational practices and larger issues like the sinologists’ general
cultural attitude and approach to studying China. James Legge, as we have seen,
emphasized immersion in the commentarial tradition and upheld faithfulness as
the principle of translation; William Jennings (1847-1927), whose translation of
the Shijing was published in the same year as Allen’s, also considered faithfulness
to the original his primal concern, though “it may often have led to a little
awkwardness of style” (Jennings 1891: 21). In 1878 and 1879, some highly literal
translations of the Shijing poems done by “V. W. X.” appeared on the pages of The
China Review. 15 “V. W. X.” is the pseudonym of Edward Harper Parker
(1849-1926), a British consular official and an important (though disputed)
figure in Chinese dialectology (Branner 1999). Parker explained that he
attempted to produce “as nearly as possible literal translations of the ballads of

15

See “The Ballads of the Shi-King” (signed V. W. X.), published serially in The
China Review, or Notes and Queries on the Far East, 1878 (nos. 1-3) and 1879 (nos. 1,
3, 4, 6).
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the Shi-king” (1878: 51), the result of which, according to Allen, had been
“perfectly appalling” (1891: xxi).
Parker’s reason for adopting a highly literal method of translation
contrasts sharply with Allen’s justification for his radically free method: Parker “is
so convinced of the true poetry contained in the Shi-king ballads, that he ventures
to submit them in their own simple garb to the aesthetic ear of the foreign critic”
(Parker 1878: 51). Allen, in contrast, judged it necessary to tame the foreignness
and do some “touching-up” before presenting the Shijing to his readers. Parker
was among those who ruthlessly criticized the sino-Aryan writings of Thomas
Kingsmill and the “rash generalizations” of Terrien de Lacouperie (Parker 1879;
1884), while Allen, being a proponent of sino-Babylonian theory, practiced a
more audacious comparativism. This difference in their general approach to
China can thus be correlated with their contrasting methods of translation.

The widely influential works of Herbert Giles (1845-1935) – Gems of
Chinese Literature (1884), Chinese Poetry in English Verse (1898), and A History of
Chinese Literature (1901) – brought Chinese literature, and especially Chinese
poetry, to a more prominent position both in the sinological sphere and among
the general reading public. The popularity of Giles’s works continued well into
the twentieth century, as evidenced by the numerous reviews, successive reprints
and new editions, the most notable being the 1922 edition of Gems. In the
meanwhile, other sinologists also published translations of classical Chinese
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poetry around the turn of the century: James Dyer Ball’s Rhythms and Rhymes in
Chinese Climes (1907), Charles Budd’s Chinese Poems (1912), W. A. P. Martin’s
Chinese Legends and Other Poems (second edition, “much enlarged” 1912), and W. J.
B. Fletcher’s Gems of ChineseVerse (1917).
The works of these sinologists fostered increasing interest in classical
Chinese literature among the general readers, offering the primary material
which enables them to bypass their lack of first-hand knowledge of the Chinese
language and thereby to read, write about, and translate Chinese literature,
integrating it into the cultural landscape of the early twentieth-century literary
world in diverse and creative ways. The increased dynamism of the Western
discourse on Chinese literature brought about “a great turning point”, as Arthur
Waley noted, in the West’s relation with China: “[h]itherto all the English who
had visited that country had done so for political reasons, either as missionaries,
soldiers, sailors, merchants or officials. About this time quite another class of
visitors began to arrive – men of leisure merely anxious to know more of the
world; poets, professors, thinkers” (Waley 1940: 554). This thesis focuses on this
leisurely – or one might say amateurish – class of translators and sinographers:
“poets, professors, thinkers” who approached China from a fundamentally
literary and humanistic point of view and performed multifarious acts of
border-crossing in their transcultural reading and rewriting of Chinese alterity.
The overview of sinologist-translators in this section will help us
formulate some initial questions regarding the practices of poet-translators. If,
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unlike the sinologist-translators, the poet-translators have little in the form of
sinological knowledge to offer, how do they define their own approach and argue
for its value, and how do they rework their textual intermediaries and engage in
collaborative translation? The sinologists discussed here underscore the
ethnographical, instrumental, and commentarial values of Chinese literature,
situating it in the contexts of the emergent nationalist narrative of British cultural
identity, the confluence between traditional Chinese commentary and Western
sinological scholarship, and the comparativism of nineteenth-century Oriental
studies. These orientations can be correlated with the sinologist-translators’
methods of translation. Can we likewise explain how the poet-translators’
cultural orientations unfold in their particular modes of reading and rewriting?
Furthermore, what is the dynamic between these two spheres of discourse – the
professional/academic and the literary – in terms of the networks of production,
dissemination, and reception, and the potential socio-cultural functions of these
discursive articulations of Chinese literature?
The following chapters present different groupings of people and clusters
of sinographic practices, starting from the poet-translators and sinographers in
Edwardian Britain (Chapter two), to the writers of chinoiserie poems in
modernist little magazines and pseudotranslational pieces that imitate the
Chinese style (Chapter three), and the Imagist poets and Ezra Pound (Chapter
four). Grouping together the practices of these translators and sinographers will
reveal various configurations of transtextual modes – indirect retranslation,
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collaborative translation, and sinographic practices like reviewing and writing
about Chinese literature in Chapter two; literary chinoiserie, transcultural
imitation, and pseudotranslation in Chapter three; aesthetic translation and
imitative translation in Chapter four.
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2. CHINESE POETRY AS AN AESTHETIC IDEAL IN THE WORKS OF
EDWARDIAN POET-TRANSLATORS AND SINOGRAPHERS

It is by candlelight one enters Babylon; and all roads lead to Babylon,
provided it is by candlelight one journeys. … One sees most by
candlelight, because one sees little. There is a magic ring, and in it all
things shine with a yellow shining, and round it wavers the eager dark.
It is long since the East made good its claim to Babylon in one thousand
and one nights, and now among all the taverns there is none more
crowded than the Inn of the Rubaiyat; yet on the farther side the city
stretches dim and all but unexplored. There are even the fragments of an
old wall in the heart of it, the ruins of an ‘East Gate,’ and beside it the
shimmering darkness of a clump of willows. The scholars – for even
scholars sometimes come to Babylon – have identified it as Yuen-K’ew,
sometime chief city of the province of Ch’in, but this was by daylight;
the theory is only tenable if Yuen-K’ew is the Chinese for Babylon.
Helen Waddell, Lyrics from the Chinese (1913)

In the 1st June 1915 issue of the modernist little magazine The Egoist, there
appeared a letter to the editor from the poet Allen Upward (1863-1926), “The
Discarded Imagist”:
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In the year nineteen hundred a poet named Cranmer Byng brought
to my attic in Whitehall Gardens a book of Chinese Gems by Professor Giles.
Eastern butterflies coming into my attic there beside the Stygian
Thames,
And read me one of them – willows, forsaken young wife, spring.

Immediately my soul kissed the soul of immemorial China:
I perceived that all we in the West were indeed barbarians and
foreign devils,
And that we knew scarcely anything about poetry.

“Correspondence: The Discarded Imagist” (Upward 1915: 98)

If the translations of Herbert Giles around the turn of the century were crucial in
bringing Chinese poetry to a wider literary audience, such influence had much
deeper permeating effect than the widening of general readership. As can be
gathered from the quotation above, Giles’s translations were read and admired by
the poets of nascent modernism, who made retranslations, adaptations, and
imitations of Chinese poetry – in the case of Upward, “Scented Leaves – from a
Chinese Jar”, published in Harriet Monroe’s Chicago Poetry magazine (September
1913, Vol. II, No. 6), and later in Ezra Pound’s imagist anthology Des Imagistes
(1914).
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This chapter explores the permeation of Chinese poetry in the modernist
poetic consciousness by examining the works of Edwardian poet-translators. In
particular, I will focus on several indirect (re)translations of classical Chinese
poetry by Launcelot Alfred Cranmer-Byng (1872-1945) – the “Cranmer Byng”
mentioned in the quotation from Upward, who continued to translate and write
about Chinese culture into the forties – and Clifford Bax (1886-1962), whose
slim volume of Chinese poems kindled Waley’s interest in Chinese literature.16
These poet-translators are perhaps little known today; before we move on, a few
words of introduction, biographical and bibliographical, are perhaps in order.
Cranmer-Byng was educated at Wellington and Trinity College,
Cambridge; he spent his early years in London, “dabbling in amateur journalism
and Paul Verlaine”. Before turning to the literature of the East, he composed
several volumes of English verse. In 1901, he started the “Orient Press” with
Upward in Fleet Street, where they launched the “Wisdom of the East” series.
This series, later acquired by John Murray, was to grow into “fifty handy pocket
translations from Eastern classics”, and it “did much to introduce to the British
public the best writings of the great poets, philosophers and mystics of Asia”.
16

Poundian scholars usually attribute Waley’s interest in the cultures of the Far
East to the influence of Ezra Pound. Hugh Kenner, for example, points out that
“Waley was but one of many who rushed in as word of the two shilling pamphlet,
Cathay [published 1915], got around” (1971: 195) In fact Waley started learning
Chinese and Japanese around 1912-1913, and in June 1913 he was appointed
Assistant Keeper in the Oriental Sub-Department of Prints and Drawings at the
British Museum (Gray 1970: 37-39). In a letter to Clifford Bax, Waley wrote that
it was Bax’s Twenty Chinese Poems (1910), which he read when it first came out,
that inspired his interest in Chinese poetry (see Waley and Fuller 1963/1970:
139-142; Johns 1983: 177; de Gruchy 2003: 167-168).
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Cranmer-Byng was elected Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts in 1936.17
Among his published works on China are The Never-Ending Wrong and Other
Renderings of the Chinese from the Prose Translations of Professor Herbert A. Giles (1902,
hereafter The Never-Ending Wrong), The Odes of Confucius (1904), A Lute of Jade:
Being Selections from the Classical Poets of China (1909, hereafter A Lute of Jade), A
Feast of Lanterns (1916), and The Vision of Asia: An Interpretation of Chinese Art and
Culture (1933).When he first started translating Chinese poetry, Cranmer-Byng
had no knowledge of the Chinese language, and he produced his versions “second
hand” from the works of sinologists.
Clifford Bax was a playwright, poet, and essayist. He achieved modest
success on the London literary scene. In art and in life he had been of “a mystical
turn of mind” at a time when “the young intellectuals of England were being
carried forward on a gigantic swell of science and realism” (Evans 1927: 121).
“[W]riting plays poetic in form and based upon unpopular philosophical and
theological premises”, he was out of sympathy with “the dominant taste of the
time for realist drama, a style he saw as ugly, materialist, and soulless” (Knepper
1982: 47; see also Greenwood 1990). Similar to Cranmer-Byng, Bax did not
know Chinese when he set about “translating”. Twenty Chinese Poems (1910), as
will be discussed below, was made via collaboration with a Japanese scholar,
whom Bax befriended during his travels in the Far East in 1905.
17

See “Dunmow ‘Colonist’: Death of L. A. Cranmer-Byng”, by R.D.B., Essex
Chronicle (Chelmsford, England), 19th January 1945, Issue 9411 page 2; “Obituary,
Launcelot Alfred Cranmer-Byng”, Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 2nd February
1945, 134.
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Why did these poet-translators, who had no first-hand knowledge of the
Chinese language, undertake to translate classical Chinese poetry? These indirect
(re)translations unsettle common terminological boundaries of indirect
translation and retranslation, offering opportunities for rethinking concepts of
indirectness in translation and understanding the phenomenon of retranslating
(into the same language) via intermediary translations within a relatively short
time span. 18 I will explore how the emergence of these indirect (re)translations
evinces the full awakening of aesthetic interest in Chinese poetry in the early
twentieth century, and how these translations encapsulate new and aesthetically
oriented ways through which Chinese poetry was incorporated into the literary
sphere, and thus prefigure the practices of subsequent poet-translators like Ezra
Pound and Amy Lowell.
I will also draw upon other forms of sinographies in the same period to
examine recurrent patterns and tropes in transcultural reading and rewriting –
what, we may ask, does Upward’s impression of the imagery of Chinese poetry
(“butterflies … willows, forsaken young wife, spring”) reveal about Western
perceptions of China, and how does Upward’s remark on “the soul of
immemorial China” relate to ideas about the stillness and “standstill” of Chinese
civilization (Dawson 1967: 65-89)? What had led to the dramatic reversal of
18

For discussions of retranslation with special emphasis on the Chinese context,
see St. André (2003b) and Chan (2010: 192-196). See also a recent special issue
of Translation Studies, which centres on the “theoretical, methodological and
terminological issues” of indirect translation (Rosa, Pięta, and Maia 2017; Pięta
2017 and Marin-Lacarta 2017 in the same issue).
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cultural attitude, one that drove Upward to concede that “all we in the West were
indeed barbarians and foreign devils”? The four sections of this chapter move
from the paratextual to the textual realms of translation (sections 2.1 and 2.2),
and thence to the intertextual network of sinographies and the social/cultural
text (sections 2.3 and 2.4) within which these translations are situated.

2.1 A Sentimental Journey
Readers of Cranmer-Byng’s and Bax’s translations will recognize, when pausing
at the “thresholds”, a distinctive affective valence in their renditions of Chinese
poetry. The role of some intermediary, either the sinological translations in the
case of Cranmer-Byng, or the collaborative experience of reading and translating
Chinese poetry in the case of Bax, is mentioned in the titles, dedications, and
prefaces, which reveal the poet-translators’ attitudes to these intermediaries and,
by extension, to Chinese poetry. Inhering in the paratextuality of these
translations is the tripartite positioning between the original text, the
intermediary and the retranslation; these indirect retranslations thereby re-frame
Chinese poetry, 19 creating versions of Chinese literature particular to this
cultural-historical juncture and activating new processes of signification in the
evolving narratives of China.

19

On the relation between translation and the concept of (re)framing, see Baker
(2005; 2007), Watts (2007), and Tymoczko (2007/2010: 107-139).
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Cranmer-Byng’s attitude of deference and homage to Herbert Giles is
very much pronounced in the paratextual materials in The Never-Ending Wrong,
which was based on Giles’s Gems of Chinese Literature (1884) and A History of
Chinese Literature (1901). The mentioning of Giles’s works on the title page
presents them as prestigious and authoritative, and the collection opens with a
“Dedication to Professor Herbert Giles”, composed in the manner of the
dedicatory epistle and infused with panegyric to Giles’s “magic arts”
(Cranmer-Byng 1902: 6). Yet this attitude of profound humility is not the mere
dictates of formality. Cranmer-Byng’s “Dedication” comments on the subject of
the collection itself, fitting in well with Genette’s description of dedications that
serve the function of a preface (Genette 1987/1997: 123-124). In addition to
acknowledging his indebtedness to Giles, this “Dedication” also reveals
Cranmer-Byng’s ideas about the Chinese poems and the work he had undertaken
in rendering them into a new form.
Cranmer-Byng wrote that for him Giles’s translations of Chinese poetry
had been an “inspiration without fail”, having “a charm of beauty that would
compel service from men of stone” (1902: 6). The work of setting of Giles’s
prose translations into verse is thus presented as an act of tribute and a labour of
love, not only for Giles’s “magic arts” (ibid.: 6), but also for the source of such
unfailing charm – the world of Chinese poetry. The major part of
Cranmer-Byng’s dedication dwells on the aesthetic delight he derived from
Chinese poetry: the experience of reading is recounted as a journey back to a
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golden past, and the beauties and delights of this idealized poetic landscape are
enumerated at length (ibid.: 6-7). Cranmer-Byng compared himself to a “dusty
scholar of humility”, who “obeyed the summons to the banquet” upon “seeing the
lanterns of a joyous feast [and] hearing the divine invitation of lutes”; the feasting
and gaiety come to an end with the closure of reading, when the reader and
translator emerge from this temporary indulgence in the jovialities of a golden
past that “lingers as the shadow of a splendid dream in the memory” (ibid.: 9).
The collection opens with a romanticised rendering of the Tang poet Bai
Juyi’s 白居易 “The Never-Ending Wrong” 長恨歌, followed by short pieces
with exquisite lyric beauty, and then proceeding to poems of a darker note,
foreshadowing the ending of this journey to the past. The Chinese poems close
with the following epilogue:

When the guest hath departed,
By the lantern led,
The aroma of tea on the night
All softly is shed.

When the dreamer ariseth,
From the book past away,
Over the mind’s dark world
Steals golden the day.
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(Cranmer-Byng 1902: 66)

Such rose-coloured description and unreserved sinophilia is a far cry from the
political reality and fictional embodiments of “Yellow Perilism” of the time. 20
Considering the tripartite relationship between the original text, the
intermediary, and the retranslation, and furthermore Cranmer-Byng’s emphasis
on the aesthetic delight he derived from reading Chinese poetry, it can be said
that this retranslation evolves from the poet-translator’s own readerly experience.
The paratextual design frames the collection as a journey to the golden past of
Chinese poetry: in addition to the tropes of travel and reminiscence noted above,
the arrangement of pieces prefigures mimetically the end of this journey to a
golden past, brought to a full close by the epilogue, upon which the spell of this
“splendid dream” is broken. There is almost a touch of nostalgia when this
journey draws to its end – but how come the poet-translator exhibits such
“nostalgic” sentiments towards something alien to his own tradition, something
that he cannot naturally claim to be his own? Why does he invest such
sentimental longing in the poetry of an “Other”? The intensity of the aesthetic
experience, recounted in vivid visual terms (see especially Cranmer-Byng 1902:
6-7), has probably played a part in catalysing the foreign into something intimate
20

For discussions of sinophobic literary productions of the period, see Bickers
(1999:43-54), Witchard (2009), and Forman (2013: 130-160, 193-223); see also
Lye (2005), Keevak (2011), and Witchard (2014) for broader historical surveys
and the complex interrelation between racial thinking and the “Yellow Peril”
discourse.
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during the course of intertextual travel, but the root of these sentimental
investments goes deeper than mere aesthetic response. As will be discussed below,
this element of affect, manifested in the affective gesture of sentimental longing
and upon which these Edwardian indirect translations of Chinese poetry come to
centre, signals a turn in the conceptualization and rewriting of Chinese poetry.
While Cranmer-Byng’s rapport with the poetic spirit of Cathay is formed
via the medium of Giles’s translations, Clifford Bax’s acquaintance with Chinese
poetry began with his travels in the Far East. He had actually been to Canton
(Bax 1925: 80-84), but his Chinese translations originated from his visits in Japan:
Bax wrote in retrospect that in Kyoto, he had spent many “enchanted hours
among the antique temples with their lily-lakes, their rocky winding gardens,
their perfumed silences, and the faint-lit golden figures of the Buddha”, and he
became acquainted with the “tenderness and flower-like fragrance” of Japanese
and Chinese poetry through Tsutomi Inouye (Inoue Tsutomu 井 上 勤 ,
1850-1928), who acted as his guide in Kyoto (1910: 9-11).
Inouye was a Buddhist, poet, scholar, and an important translator of
European works during the Meiji era; Bax’s experience of reading Chinese
poetry with Inouye is described thus: “for a number of evenings he [Inouye]
would sit opposite me, translating, as well as he could, those of his favourite
poems which occurred to him … I suggested that I would shape them into
English verse and issue them in a book” (1910: 10-11). It seems that Inouye,
upon their parting in Kyoto in 1905, had left Bax with a notebook containing
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translations of Chinese poems, which Bax recast into verse around 1909 to
1910.21 In this sense Bax’s work is akin to a form of retranslation, while the
element of collaboration is also at work. There is an interval of several years
between Bax’s journey in the Far East and the publication of Twenty Chinese Poems;
preparing these translations can therefore be seen as a revisiting of those
enchanted moments through the medium of poetry and translation. The
poet-translator was transported back in time, looking back fondly at his journey
and re-creating the poetic land of Cathay as he remembered and imagined it.
In Bax’s rendition old Cathay is a land of vibrant colours and fragrant air,
dreamlike and rich in subtle beauties. The translations are arranged along the
passage of the seasons – from the verdure and yearnings of spring, to the
luxuriance and vitality of summer; then come the sad meditative tones of
declining autumn days and the cycle ends with the bleakness of wintry landscapes.
The unfolding of the poems enacts the passage of time, each group embodying a
distinctive tone and colour. Twenty Chinese Poems also ends with an epilogue,
bidding farewell to the Chinese poets: “But now the shadow of Time descends,/
My dreams are over, and gone the spell:/ … O shadowy good hospitable
friends,/ O kindly poets, fare-well!” (1910: 51). Similar to Cranmer-Byng’s
collection, Twenty Chinese Poems is framed as a journey to a golden past: upon the
end of reading, “the shadow of Time descends”, the spell is removed, and the
dreamer wakes and returns to the “dark world” of the present (ibid.: 7). While
21

For further details, see Bax’s autobiographical collection of essays, Inland Far: A
Book of Thoughts and Impressions (1925: 93-94).
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the paratextual framing in Cranmer-Byng’s The Never-Ending Wrong mirrors his
experience of reading Chinese poetry, Bax’s reframing of Chinese poetry is
imbued with a strong element of nostalgia derived from the remembrance of his
travels in the Far East, which is testified in his autobiographical Inland Far (1925,
see especially 90-95).
These paratextual devices serve what Genette called a “connotative”
function (1987/1997: 89-91), investing the translations with a particular
affective valence and directing the reader’s entrance into the text. This element
of affect also reveals why and how these translations were made. Unlike the
sinologist-translators, these poet-translators had nothing in the form of
sinological knowledge to contribute with their new versions of Chinese poetry;
instead, they made their personal experience the primary material of reframing.
As noted in section 1.2 above, sinological translations of a preceding era
valorised practical knowledge of the land (as in John Francis Davis’s translations
of the lighter literatures of China), philological and commentarial veracity
(exemplified in James Legge’s densely annotated tomes), or comparative theories
(as in late nineteenth-century comparative schools of sinology, notably
sino-Aryanism and sino-Babylonianism). In contrast these poet-translators of the
early twentieth century speak to their readers with a different mode of appeal –
the appeal to feeling mediated by aesthetic experience. Poetic sensibility and
aesthetically derived affect thus become the foundation upon which these
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translations are made, and by grounding their work in the realm of aesthetic
feeling, these poet-translators appropriate Chinese poetry into an aesthetic gaze.
This association of Chinese poetry with aesthetic response underscores the
emergence of a particular form of readership of Chinese literature around the
turn of the century. The reader-translator analogy in Cranmer-Byng’s reframing
of Chinese poetry implicitly asks for the comradeship of sympathetic readers
who would share his delights in reading. The “Dedication” in Clifford Bax’s Twenty
Chinese Poems is addressed to his potential reader – “lover of all that is noble and
fair, … to whom the labours of men were meaningless apart from the search for
beauty” (1910: 7, 11); it was for the pleasures of this group that Bax undertook
the work of rendering these Chinese poems. These envisionings of a community
of readers who could enjoy Chinese poetry with aesthetic sensibility indicate the
unfolding of new strands in the discourse of writing China in the West.

2.2 The Formation of an Aesthetic Ideal
The issue of reading and reception is important in understanding the ontology
and epistemology of translated texts (Chan 2010: 2). Reading and reception,
while naturally intertwined, are distinguishable as two dimensions of enquiry:
the former places the emphasis on the phenomenological and hermeneutic, with
direct relation to reader-response criticism (especially in the works of theorists
like Hans Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser, and the Geneva School critic Georges
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Poulet; see Tompkins 1980), while the latter focuses on the historical and
socio-cultural, giving rise to studies in the history of books and historical
reception. This thesis will bring both perspectives to bear when exploring the
sites and processes of knowledge formation mediated by various forms of
translation. The attention to both aspects – the translators and transculturators as
readers of Chinese poetry, and the historical reception of these various readings
of Chinese literature – serves to elucidate the workings of translational
epistemology, which is in line with the central concern of this thesis. My study of
the “translator as reader” does not partake in the textualist approach to
translation criticism (see Chan 2010: 1-17; 2017); it aims instead to highlight the
historicity of reading and “interpretive communities” (Fish 1980), and
furthermore explore the performative implications of translation. In particular,
this chapter focuses on the issue of affect to examine the amalgamation of the
readerly and the translatorly in the Edwardian poet-translators. 22 I will consider
22

The issue of affect is highlighted in reader-response criticism in a reaction
against Wimsatt and Beardsley’s propositions in “The Affective Fallacy” (1949)
and the perceived over-objectivism of New Criticism. The emphasis has thus
shifted gradually from the literary text as an independent, self-contained entity
to a more interactive model that relocates meaning in the realm of readerly
activity. In particular, the phenomenological theorists focus on the reading of
literature as an existential experience involving feelings and emotions; Stanley
Fish, who developed the idea of “affective stylistics” (1970; 1980), analysed in his
early works the affective responses of individual readers to difficult literary texts
(1967). The psychoanalytic model is employed by American critics Norman
Holland and David Bleich in their analysis of literary response. For general
studies on “the turn to affect” in the humanities and social sciences, see Gregg
and Seigworth (2010), Wehrs and Blake (2017), and Leys (2011, 2017).
Translation scholars have also approached the issue of affect in translation from
various perspectives; see, for example, Chan (2010: 21-41), Joy (2011), Sun
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how affect, as manifested in the distinctive affective features of the paratexts of
these translations, constitutes a particular way of reading Chinese poetry, which
is further embodied in translational representation.
The element of affect can be read as an index of cultural attitudes and
translational orientations, and it signals the formation of transcultural affective
assemblages of poets, translators, and readers. At the core of the Edwardian
poet-translators’ translations is an analogy between the translator and the reader,
as the poet-translator, who does not know Chinese but nonetheless professes an
intuitive intimacy with the poetic spirit of Cathay, reframes Chinese poetry in
terms of his readerly experience, arguing for a kind of poetic authenticity instead
of sinological or ethnographic veracity. The “indirectness” of these translations
paradoxically becomes the locus of the affective immediacy of poetic feeling. This
aesthetic reframing and translator-reader analogy reinforces the transmission of
aesthetically derived affect, which bridges the translator and the reader; the
amalgamation of the translatorly and the readerly effectuates an “affective
enlistment” of the readers, which forms “part of the affective circuits or
‘structures of feeling’ that condition … different realities” and “enkindles a sense
of potential, of promise, of something profound in play beyond the narrow
confines of the self ” (Thrailkill 2007: 51; Rogers 2019: 202; Ahern 2019: 8).
These openings for affective engagements with otherness thus hold the

(2014; 2018: 126-141), and recently Koskinen (2020).
61

transformative potential for opening up transcultural-aesthetic spaces that foster
imagined communities and cultural change.
The paratextual design of these collections of Chinese poetry provides a
convenient point of entry to understanding their cultural meanings – it is perhaps
the most immediate “threshold of interpretation”. On the one hand it pertains to
the “themes of the how” (Genette 1987/1997: 198): through these paratextual
devices the translator works on the readers’ frame of mind from the very
beginning, giving them instructions on “how to read”. On the other hand, the
affective valence in the paratexts of these collections also brings into view the
“themes of the why” (ibid.: 209), or the impulses that had driven these
poet-translators to offer their renditions of Chinese poetry. In this respect, the
sentimental longing invested in the paratexts reveals the workings of a “formal
passion” (Alexander 1933: 55), which indicates the affective and aesthetic
attitudes of the translator. The making of these collections can thus be seen as the
perpetuation of the “formal passion” towards an “expressive whole”23 and the
enactment of these attitudes – or what I. A. Richards called the “imaginal and
incipient activities or tendencies” (1926/2001: 102).
For these poet-translators, translating Chinese poetry is therefore
analogous to the translation of a particular affective state: the translation of a
sentimental longing towards Chinese poetry and the performance of a particular
23

Samuel Alexander noted that “formal passion”, as distinguished from “material
passion”, “guides the artist more surely than conscious ideas, but yet unifying his
choice of words or colours or sounds into an expressive whole” (1933: 54-55).
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aesthetic experience and vision of Cathay that is at once indicative and generative
of new ideas about Chinese literature. This section attends to the creative process
of indirect translation and examines how the paratextual framing of a sentimental
journey to a golden past unfolds with the poet-translators’ renditions, and how
Chinese poetry is (re)translated into an object and medium of sentimental
longing. The reframing of Chinese poetry does not end with the paratexts; the
translation proper – the selection and arrangement of individual poems, the
treatment of stylistic features – complements the paratextual framing, giving it
substance, nuance, and more definite significations.

A. “The Poet’sVision”:The Transient Encounter and the Eager Search
The intermediary texts of Cranmer-Byng’s The Never-Ending Wrong and The Odes of
Confucius encompass a wide range of Chinese poetry. The contents of Giles’s
anthologies are arranged in chronological order, covering major texts and
authors from the ancient times to the Qing, and several complete translations of
the Shijing had been available by the late nineteenth century. From these fairly
comprehensive collections of Chinese poetry produced by sinologists to
Cranmer-Byng’s slim volumes of verse, the issue of selection and rearrangement
comes to the fore. The inclusion in The Never-Ending Wrong of several pieces from
the Ershisi shipin (“The Twenty-Four Categories of Poetry” 二十四詩品),
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traditionally attributed to the late-Tang poet Sikong Tu 司空圖, is notable in
this respect.
The immediate source of Cranmer-Byng’s rendition of Sikong Tu is Giles’s
A History of Chinese Literature, in which the Ershisi shipin is translated in full. The
nature of these highly elusive pieces is not pinpointed by Giles, who introduced
them as a “philosophical poem, consisting of twenty-four apparently unconnected
stanzas … admirably adapted to exhibit the form under which pure Taoism
commends itself to the mind of a cultivated scholar” (1901: 179). Cranmer-Byng
selected seven from these “stanzas”, gave each a title, and presented them as
individual poems. A further, and perhaps more important, step in
Cranmer-Byng’s retranslation is that these “unconnected stanzas” of a
“philosophical poem” are transposed onto the aesthetic realm and made to
develop around a central theme – a Chinese poet’s expositions of artistic
perfection. This thematic transposition and development brings Cranmer-Byng’s
interpretation into serendipitous rapport with the meaning of the Ershisi shipin,
which was not explicated in Giles and the other sinological works that
Cranmer-Byng consulted. 24
24

Also mentioned as a reference is the Marquis de Saint-Denys’s Poésies de
l’époque des Thang (1862), in which Sikong Tu is not included (see Cranmer-Byng
1909: 103, 116). For those who are familiar with the Chinese text of the Ershisi
shipin, its status as a treatise on poetry, which is pinpointed by the title, cannot be
more obvious.Yet this is not explicated in Giles’s translation (and the title itself is
not given by Giles), and Cranmer-Byng by that time had very little, if any, direct
knowledge of the Chinese language. Stephen Owen notes that the author of the
Ershisi shipin is “wilfully mystical” and the “elusiveness” of the pieces is such that
but for the character shi 詩 in its title, this work can actually be read as a
64

The identification and transposition of Sikong Tu’s pieces as ars poetica
enabled Cranmer-Byng to convey his vision of Chinese poetic practice through
retranslation. Central to this creation of a Chinese aesthetic is the motif of the
transient encounter with a female figure that the poetic persona eagerly seeks
after. To be sure this female image is no invention of Cranmer-Byng’s, for it can
be found in the Chinese original and in Giles’s translations. What is crucial in
Cranmer-Byng’s rendition is the recurrence of this motif (1902: 31, 34, 35),
which stands out in the selective process, and he further brought it centre stage
by giving it a particular symbolic meaning. The girl, as he explained, is the
“central type and symbol” of beauty, “the key that unlocks the secrets of the
frozen world, and brings the dead to life again”. Through this female figure “poets
find their inspiration” (Cranmer-Byng 1909: 26), and Sikong Tu, the Chinese
poet, is depicted as a Taoist “lover/poet”, pursuing “the unattainable, the
unpossessed, … the world of beauty and finality beyond our mortal reach” (ibid.:
27). This symbol of the female figure as an embodiment of transcendent beauty is
thus created, and the motifs of the transient encounter and eager search become
emblematic of the Chinese poet’s pursuit of beauty and artistic perfection.
Lured on by this female figure, the Chinese poet reached “by way of the
particular into the universal … a world that underlay the world of form”
(Cranmer-Byng 1909: 103-104). Through variation and rearrangement of the
titles and verse lines in Giles’s translation, Cranmer-Byng brought about a
description of other artistic practices – calligraphy, music, painting, philosophy,
etc. (Owen 1992: 299-303).
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resonant interplay between nature imagery and the image of the female figure,
incorporating the Chinese poet’s emblematic quest into “the poet’s vision”
(Cranmer-Byng 1902: 36). At the heart of this vision is a fascination with the
illimitable vitality of spring (ibid.: 31, 32), unfolding with the rich symbolic
significance of nature imagery. The art of Chinese poetry, as Cranmer-Byng
explained in the paratextual notes and intimated through specific treatment of
stylistic features in the translations, centres on the “power of suggestion” (1909:
27), which captures in a single line the sense of “beauty beyond beauty” (ibid.:
104) and emancipates the poet into communion with “regions ethereal” (1902:
33).
Retranslating Giles’s version of the Ershisi shipin as ars poetica creates an
arena for defining and illustrating a Chinese mode of poetic practice. Describing
Sikong Tu as “the most Chinese” (Cranmer-Byng 1909: 27) of the Chinese poets
and accentuating the Chinese aesthetic embodied in his poetry, Cranmer-Byng
presented an alternative aesthetic ideal distinct from that of Western poetry.
If we consider these reworkings of Sikong Tu within the paratextual
framing of Cranmer-Byng’s collection, the haunting encounter and the eager
search bring further resonance to the affective state of sentimental longing and
reverie by reiterating an incessant craving of the mind. There is a mimetic
mirroring between Cranmer-Byng’s textual thematization of Sikong Tu’s poems
as ars poetica and the paratextual elements of his collection, between the Chinese
poet’s quest for artistic perfection and the poet-translator’s fascination with the
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realms of beauty that the Chinese poet inhabits. This mimetic structure embeds
the Chinese poet’s quest in the double vision of the poet-translator, pointing
towards an act of internalizing the Chinese aesthetic ideal. Thus the
poet-translator at once creates this alternative aesthetic ideal and encompasses it
within his own poetic vision – making it his own and translating it into an
idealized object of longing.
The interplay between text and paratext implants an allegorical dimension
in Cranmer-Byng’s translation of Chinese poetry. The idea of translation as
allegory might be helpful in theorizing this mode of translation. Similar to
allegory, which implies the interrelated processes of composition and
interpretation (allegoresis), 25 translation encompasses both the interpretive and
the representational – the translator on the one hand performs a hermeneutic act,
and on the other engages in representational practices and composes a new poem
in the target language. In Cranmer-Byng’s retranslation of Chinese poetry, the
poet-translator self-allegorizes as the Chinese poet in pursuit of poetic perfection,
and the Chinese poetic ideal is allegorized through the performance of
translation, which enacts a sentimental journey to a golden past and unfolds a
world of symbols that form a pattern of significance and association.
Cranmer-Byng relocates the frame of interpretation to the aesthetic realm,
and his translation requires a different set of analytical apparatus from that of
25

On the interrelation between these two procedures in the idea of allegory, see
Whitman (1993/2012: 31-32); see also Teskey (2012: 37-40), Clifford (1974),
and Quilligan (1979).
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sinological translations. Its freedom from literalness makes it “adaptive”, and its
aspiration for poetic authenticity despite the lack of literal correspondence
endows it with an “imitative” quality akin to the imitative poetics of neoclassicism,
which emulates the genius of classical composition. As we will see in the
following chapters, the Edwardian poet-translators’ adaptive-imitative mode of
translation prefigures the practices of other poet-translators, notably Ezra Pound.
Furthermore, the affective features and the accompanying textual and
paratextual arrangements discussed here also allegorize a particular cultural
stance towards foreign otherness.

B. “The Clear Dawn of a Golden Past”
As mentioned in the previous section, Cranmer-Byng considered the “power of
suggestion” an essential aspect of the Chinese aesthetic ideal. Another relevant
and equally essential element in Cranmer-Byng’s conception of Chinese poetry is
Nature. The nature imagery in Sikong Tu’s pieces is often impregnated with rich
symbolic suggestiveness in Cranmer-Byng’s rendition, which can also be found in
other pieces in The Never-Ending Wrong. The emphasis on the poet’s relationship
with Nature is informed by an understanding of Taoist philosophy. The Chinese
poet, as noted by Cranmer-Byng, attains the power of transcending worldly
forms and achieves artistic perfection by entering into communion with Nature.
In Clifford Bax’s Twenty Chinese Poems, Nature also figures as a key element in
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Chinese poetry. Every piece in Bax’s collection focuses on some natural scene
corresponding to the seasonal cycle, and the poetic persona is often immersed in
contemplating the beauties of Nature. The concentration on nature imagery
imbues the lyric moment with rich suggestiveness, echoing Cranmer-Byng’s idea
of the “power of suggestion”. Rendered as the wellspring of lyric beauty and
spiritual contentment, Nature is made poetic and idealized; endowed with
aesthetic and philosophical significance, Nature in Chinese poetry as rendered by
the poet-translators is not a mere “thing of beauty” (Keats) that delights the
senses.
The Chinese idea of Nature is also crucial in Cranmer-Byng’s translation
of the Shijing, The Odes of Confucius (1904). As a major Confucian classic, the
Shijing has long received a canonical, “moral” interpretation in traditional
commentary. Sinological studies and translations of the Shijing up to the turn of
the century had also been conducted mainly in this mode. 26 By then the Shijing
had primarily been an object of sinological interest, and it was not until
Cranmer-Byng’s version that it came fully within the ambit of an aesthetic gaze.
Cranmer-Byng described the world of the Shijing as “the clear dawn of a
golden past”, to which “poets and philosophers to come turn their wistful gaze”
(Cranmer-Byng 1909: 10). In this collection of ancient Chinese poetry we find
the “simple feelings of the men of old”, who lived “next to nature” and “view[ed]
nature at first hand and not through the medium of any books” (Cranmer-Byng
26

For more details, see section 1.2-B above.
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1904: 10). The “great importance of the odes” lies in this oneness with Nature –
“they are no mere abstract creations of an imaginative brain”, they possess “that
most precious quality of truth and unconscious art which never lets them tarnish
or fade” (ibid.: 12-13). If we compare Cranmer-Byng’s translations with those of
Legge, which serve as the intermediary text, we can see that Cranmer-Byng
often turned the rather verbose lines of Legge into a more direct rendering of
the emotional force driving poetic expression, be it the ancient men’s
unmediated enjoyment of the natural landscape, the heat of their keen
expectations, the ardour of their delights, or the pathos of their sorrows.
This depiction of the nature poetics of the Shijing is recognizably
Wordsworthian in its emphasis on the natural expression of the man of Nature
and the poetic value of spontaneity. Cranmer-Byng noted that William Morris,
the “inspired prophet of beauty … to the hideous Victorian age”, and Confucius,
the Chinese sage who transmitted “the wisdom of the ages”, share their longings
for “a golden past” (1904: 7). This vision of a golden past when man lived in
organic unison with Nature and in a state of innocence that precedes the
corruption of civilization is driven by a pastoral impulse, and it brings to mind
the Rousseauian idea of “the noble savage”. Set against the backdrop of the “full
retreat” in English poetry of “romantic naturism” around the turn of the century
(Beach 1966: 16), Cranmer-Byng’s creation of the nature poetics of the Shijing
and the temporal relocation of China to an ideal past carry a nostalgic burden
that is at once transhistorical and transcultural. At a time when organic visions of
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Nature were dwindling to a “vanishing point” (ibid.: 503-560), soon giving way to
the ruin and confusion of The Waste Land, Cranmer-Byng saw in the poetry of old
Cathay “an ordered clarity” in contrast to “the chaos or imprecision” (Lowenthal
1989: 30) of the modern West.

C. Sweet Melancholy
In addition to the sentimental longing that unfolds with the formation of a
Chinese aesthetic ideal in translation, one other feature of these collections
demands our attention when considering the issue of affect in translation. The
preponderance of poems of a melancholic note – poems about absence from
home, the laments of a forsaken lover, remembrance of happier days that are no
more – and the often attentive and occasionally romanticizing treatment of
sorrow bespeak the Edwardian poet-translators’ obsession with “Chinese”
expressions of melancholy.
The two longer pieces in Cranmer-Byng’s The Never-Ending Wrong – the
eponymous “Never-Ending Wrong” 長恨歌 and “The Lute Girl” 琵琶行,
both written by the Tang poet Bai Juyi, whom Cranmer-Byng called his
“arch-magician” and the “poet of human love and sorrow” (1902: 8; 1909: 73-75)
– centre on the themes of bygone happiness and splendour. There is the tendency
to foreground the subject of sad remembrance in Cranmer-Byng’s reworkings of
Giles’s translations. The “Home” stanzas in “The Never-Ending Wrong”, which
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depict the emperor’s return following the devastating events of rebellion and the
death of his beloved lady, well illustrate Cranmer-Byng’s literary treatment of
sorrow. The emperor’s remembrance of the familiar scenes of the old palace is
narrated in a poetic voice that alternates between the perspectives of the grieving
emperor and the narrator, who is also drawn into a state of grieving (see
especially 1902: 24-25). This seepage between points of view creates a vivid
experience of the psychology of loss and longing. Compared to Giles’s
third-person perspective, Cranmer-Byng’s retranslation evinces a heightened
attention to the melancholic sentiment. In line with this is the foregrounding and
addition of certain images – “silken pansies”, “autumn rains”, the falling “wu’tung
leaves”, the lanterns dying one by one, and the “lily hands” of sleep (ibid.: 24-26).
The treatment of imagery contributes to the romanticization of melancholy: the
moon, the flowers, the lanterns, the scented gardens, and the passage of the
seasons, all of which are also prominent in Bax’s Twenty Chinese Poems, become
stylized tropes of “Chinese melancholy”, evoking with their recurrence the note
of sorrow and modulating the pervading tone of these renditions.
Our discussion here explores how affect can be read as an index of the
various ways of envisioning Cathay – what, say, are the different affective
attitudes that translators adopted towards Chinese poetry? With regard to
translational representation, how do we understand the presentation of emotion
in translation? Waley famously remarked that in Chinese poetry, the theme of
“romantic love” between man and woman is conspicuously absent, and the
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emphasis is placed instead on friendship, a more moderate and steady kind of
passion (1918: 18-20). In this connection Waley devalued the two longer poems
of Bai Juyi – “The Never-Ending Wrong” and “The Lute Girl” – on account of
their sentimentality (ibid.: 167-168). This is in sharp contrast to Cranmer-Byng,
who retranslated the two poems in full and extolled Bai Juyi as the “poet of
human love and sorrow”. It is well known that the poems of Bai Juyi comprise
the largest portion of Waley’s translation, and he was thus considered one of
Waley’s favourite Chinese poets. It is also relevant to note that Waley’s Bai Juyi is
inflected with Waley’s affective attitudes and, by comparison, lacks the
heightened passion we see in Cranmer-Byng’s rendition.
The theme of “Chinese melancholy” is not peculiar to the Edwardian
poet-translators’ works – it is also a familiar motif in other translations and
writings about Chinese poetry around the time. This calls for a reading of these
affinitive texts in parallel, and in the next section, I will try to further examine
the “intertext” of Chinese melancholy and other recurrent motifs and themes
within the network of sinographies around the turn of the century.
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2.3 Inventing Chinese Aesthetic Alterity: The Hypothetical Chinese
Poem and the Translational Intertexts
In the preceding sections we explored how Chinese poetry was translated into an
idealized object of longing in the works of the Edwardian poet-translators. The
affective gesture of sentimental longing is integral to the formation of the
Chinese aesthetic ideal, which is constituted by the aesthetics of suggestiveness
that accentuates symbolic resonance, a nature poetics that draws upon the
symbolic power of nature imagery and valorises natural spontaneity, and a
Chinese mode of melancholy. If we look further for the cultural sources that
generate these intimations of a Chinese aesthetic, some clues can be found in the
poet-translators’ own poetic pursuits. The recurring female figure in
Cranmer-Byng’s rendition also appears in Pre-Raphaelite poetry (Stevenson
1972; Garlick 1993: 108-110), which is a source of influence for
Cranmer-Byng’s English verses (Teele 1949: 23; Kern 1996: 173); the emphasis
on symbolic richness and the aesthetics of suggestiveness shares affinities with the
“Symbolist Movement” (Symons 1899), which Cranmer-Byng was instrumental
in promoting, and Bax, with his interest in the early poetry of Yeats, must have
felt akin to (Donoghue 2008: 279-294; Knepper 1982; Greenwood 1990). The
aestheticist, fin-de-siècle styles in which the Chinese poems are cast are also
characteristic of its time. To borrow André Lefevere’s (1992) terminology, the
factor of “poetics” has certainly been a crucial “intra-systemic” constraint that
regulates these poet-translators’ rewritings of Chinese poetry.
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But this model of analysing the rewriting of the cultural other in terms of
the dictates of systemic constraints in the target culture, while true to a certain
extent, can be unduly deterministic and somehow flattens the case. The
Edwardian poet-translators’ rewriting of Chinese poetry and, more generally,
modernism’s invention of a “Chinese aesthetic” require a framework that
foregrounds the dynamism of the literary contact zone and the mutual
conditionings of the self and the other in literary transculturation. One central
theme of this thesis concerns the ways in which Chinese poetry is avidly
appropriated into the modernist aesthetic vision and embraced as a force for
poetic rejuvenation and cultural change; the translators and sinographers
discussed here undertook ethnopoetic practices that seek to integrate the
cultural other and the modernist self, thereby challenging established poetic
conventions and cultural discourses. Trying to examine how knowledge of the
self is constituted through encounters with the cultural other, and more
specifically the importance of China in the formation of modernist aesthetic
consciousness, this study follows the works of cultural historians on the idea of
China in British cultural and literary history: Porter (2001; 2010b), Markley
(2006), Chang (2010), Yang (2011), Jenkins (2013), Kitson (2013), Forman
(2013), among others. While these scholars have analysed the China topos in the
spheres of material culture and literary productions in the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, this study focuses on the early twentieth
century, aiming in particular to explore the role of translation as a form of
75

sinography that has its own hermeneutic, representational, and discursive
particularities.
This section looks into the conceptual patterns of “inventing” Chinese
aesthetic alterity. The idea that Chinese poetry (and, by extension, Chinese
aesthetic and China) as we know it (not in itself) is something of an “invention”
was pinpointed in T. S. Eliot’s oft-quoted remark that Ezra Pound was “the
inventor of Chinese poetry for our time” (Eliot 1928a: 14-15), an attribute so
frequently quoted out of context that many take it to be an unqualified praise for
Pound’s creative genius. This idea is further promulgated in Hugh Kenner’s
literary canonization of Pound in The Pound Era (1971), and it has since become a
locus classicus for scholarly works on Pound and China.
The present discussion of the idea of “invention” does not intend to repeat
what has been said in this already sizable and still growing body of scholarship; I
hope instead to shift the focus slightly from Pound to his contemporaries, who
had in their ways participated in modernism’s invention of China. Furthermore,
the present discussion tries to probe deeper into the “nature of inventing” (Hayot
1999b: 3) by integrating the dimensions of discovery and creation that inhere in
the term “to invent”. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word has the
(now antiquated) meaning of “to come upon, find; to find out, discover”, derived
etymologically from invenīre – “to come upon, discover, find out”. This traditional
sense later merged into the more general sense of “to find out or produce by
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mental activity”.27 “To invent” thus implies the dual processes of discovery and
creation, or the fusion between the hermeneutical and the representational. I also
draw upon Paul Ricoeur’s idea of “appropriation”, which involves “play” as a
central modality, and instead of being a simple “projection” or “possession”, leads
ultimately to “revelation” and “relinquishment of the self ” (Ricoeur 1981/2016:
144-156).
In their encounters with Chinese poetry, a group of sinographers in
Edwardian Britain (the poet-translators among them) consistently reads the
difference in Chinese poetry, explicating Chinese artistic practice in terms of its
distinct contrasts with European practices. This reading of the otherness and
alterity 28 of Chinese artistic practice is a recurrent discursive pattern in this
group of sinographies, and I find it useful to enquire into this issue through
Hayden White’s theory of tropes (1973; 1978) – a trope here being not
restricted to its specialized sense of a figure of speech in classical rhetoric, but in

27

See entry in Oxford English Dictionary: “invent, v.” OED Online, Oxford
University Press, June 2017, www.oed.com/view/Entry/98960. Accessed 17
November 2017.
28
The concepts of otherness and alterity offer a more dialogic framework than
that of “difference”. Clive Hazell notes that “although difference often alerts us to
alterity, alterity and difference are not coterminous in meaning. One could be
aware of an ‘identical other’ or an imaginary twin” (2009: xvii). In a similar vein
Silke Horstkotte and Esther Peeren point out that “alterity is not a mere synonym
of difference; what it signifies is otherness, a distinction or separation that can
entail similarity as well as difference ... alterity comprises not only radical
external difference, but everything that is in some way distinct from the subject,
potentially including even certain parts of itself, such as the unconscious, disease,
or the exteriorising physicality of bodily functions. Identity is not opposed to
difference, but itself differential in nature” (2007: 10).
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an extended sense, which may include images, ideas, structural patterns, and
“turns in the discourse”:

Tropology centers attention on the turns in a discourse: turns from one level
of generalization to another, from one phase of a sequence to another, from a
description to an analysis or the reverse, from a figure to a ground or from
an event to its context, from the conventions of one genre to those of
another within a single discourse, and so on.
(White 1999: 10-11)

Uniting historiography and literary criticism, White’s poetics of history
demonstrates that the tropes of discourse are formative in the historian’s
selection of materials, the strategies employed in making sense of historical
events, and the modes of emplotting historiographic narratives. This theory of
the narrative nature of historical understanding can be used in analysing
intercultural discourses, or more specifically here, the rewriting of China. I will
explore how, in a group of Edwardian sinographies, Chinese aesthetic alterity
evolves with various tropes of othering, and how the translation of alterity
becomes the site for dialogic interaction with the other, whereby the self comes
to be reconstituted and redefined.
In this connection I refer to theorists of intertextuality, who wrote about
the persistent sense of “otherness” in the intertextual. The intertext is always
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“dialogic” and “double voiced” (Bakhtin 1981; 1984; Kristeva 1980: 36-91; see
also Robinson 2003: 99-119), pointing at once to the particularity of its
utterance and the “outside” of the immediate context – the various uses and
connotations in the larger discourse. When it comes to translational
intertextuality, this sense of “otherness” is doubled, as the translational intertext
is doubly entwined with the target intertext and the foreign (or “source”)
intertext. 29 Each translational sinography is an instantiation of “textual
hybridity” (Chan 2010: 42-47) born of the unique combination of components in
the target and the foreign/source intertextual fields, which constitutes its
socio-historical situatedness. It shall be noted that the domains of the foreign and
target intertexts are not segregated, as no hermeneutic act is performed without
“pre-judgement” (in the Gadamerian sense), and the target intertext always seeps
into understandings of the “foreign”.
This convergence and reconfiguration of the foreign and target intertexts
in the translational/sinographic intertext are made with reference to a
hypothetical original, or “the hypothetical Chinese poem” in the present
discussion.30 In the microcosm of intertextual fields, translational/sinographic
29

In his analysis of the textuality of “tradaptation”, Leo Tak-hung Chan notes that
“double intertextuality is something shared by all translations, whether adaptive
or non-adaptive. Every translation is intertextually related first to its prior text,
and through it to other texts in the source language, and finally to texts in the
target language” (2010: 83). Lawrence Venuti (2009) has elaborated on the idea
of the “foreign intertext” and the “receiving intertext”; I base my own terms on
those used by Venuti, though my discussion takes a different direction. See also
Littau (1997), Farahzad (2009), and Sakellariou (2015).
30
This term is adapted from Eric Hayot’s idea of “the hypothetical mandarin”
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intertexts interact dialogically with other utterances 31 along synchronic and
diachronic axes. To draw upon Foucault’s analysis of interdiscursive relations, the
synchronic axis involves the discursive fields of “presence” and “concomitance”,
or the contemporaneous intertexts in coexistent discursive formations (Foucault
1972/2010: 57-58). Intertexts along the diachronic axis comprise the archive of
the discursive practice of writing China in the West. It is by focusing on the
synchronic axis that we comprehend the socio-historical situatedness of
translational/sinographic intertexts and the hybrid features of Chinese aesthetic
alterity. By examining the diachronic view, we see the evolution of the discourse,
including the affinities and recurrent patterns on the one hand, and the
divergences and transformations on the other, or what Foucault called the
“irregular series of regularities that produces objects of knowledge” (Foucault
1972/2010: 37-38; Lowe 1991: 6).
“The hypothetical Chinese poem” is not only an object described in the
discourse; it is also an effect of discursive statements and a function in the
(2009).
31
Bakhtin/Medvedev’s idea of utterance as socio-historically constituted is
explained thus: “Not only the meaning of the utterance but also the very fact of
its performance is of historical and social significance, as, in general, is the fact of
its realization in the here and now, in given circumstances, at a certain historical
moment, under the conditions of the given social situation. The very presence of
the utterance is historically and socially significant” (Bakhtin/Medvedev 1978:
120). Bakhtin also describes the dialogic interaction between utterances: “any
utterance, in addition to its own theme, always responds (in the broad sense of
the word) in one form or another to others’ utterances that precede it ... All this
is others’ speech (in personal or impersonal form), and cannot but be reflected
in the utterance. The utterance is addressed not only to its object, but also to
others’ speech about it” (Bakhtin 1986: 93–4).
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discourse, bearing representational properties and being mobilized and
reconfigured in the discursive field. Woven into the intertextual network of
sinographies, particular articulations of “the hypothetical Chinese poem” can be
compared to Henry James’s characterization of “the figure in the carpet” in his
1896 short story of the same name. It is by reading intertextually, by “step[ping]
away from a particular text in order to examine it in relation to other texts” in
the intricate composition of the carpet work, that we delineate the contours of
this elusive “figure in the carpet” (Casanova 1999/2004: 3).
The following discussion centres on several exemplary sinographies that
share significant affinities with Edwardian poet-translators’ indirect translations
of Chinese poetry. I propose an intertextual reading of these translations within
this particular segment of the network of sinographies; by contextualizing these
translations amongst their discursive “co-texts”, I hope to trace the discursive
trajectories of allegiance and divergence in the invention of Chinese aesthetic
alterity around the turn of the century.

A. Judith Gautier, Le livre de jade (1867): The Discursive Components of
Mid-Nineteenth-Century French Literary Chinoiserie
In 1867, the French poet Judith Gautier, eldest daughter of the renowned
Parnassian poet and writer Théophile Gautier, published a “translation” of
Chinese poems, which took the French literary world by storm. Le livre de jade
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(1867), subsequently reissued in five new editions (1902, 1908, 1928, 1933, and
2004), fostered numerous retranslations and adaptations across languages and
media (see Détrie: 1991; Yu 2007: 465, 475-479; Rubins 2002). It was
mentioned frequently in English-language discussions of Chinese poetry in the
early twentieth century, and it serves as an illustrative case of the literary
encounter between European and Chinese poetry. Like most of such early
encounters, however, the actual circumstances of its textual genesis appear
somewhat shadowy: no philological meticulousness or literal accuracy that
characterize solid sinological works is to be expected from Gautier’s rendition
(the sinologists back then, it might be added, had either shunned the task of
translating Chinese poetry on grounds of its impossibility, or focused primarily
on the philological dimension of translation). The dates and titles of the poems
are in most cases unreliable, the names of the Chinese poets are either misspelt
or inconsistently presented, and the Chinese text, when printed, functions more
like a form of “typographic curiosity” (Demiéville 1966: 75-76, quoted from Yu
2007: 468).
Mademoiselle Gautier had very limited knowledge of the Chinese
language when she started Le livre de jade; back then she was studying the
language with her tutor Tin Tun Ling (Ding Dunling 丁敦齡 [1830?-1886]), a
Chinese literatus who went to Paris initially to compile a Chinese dictionary with
a French missionary, and was later befriended by Théophile Gautier. Yet the actual
role he played in this collaboration is uncertain. The authenticity of the poems is
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disputed – modern-day scholars have difficulty identifying the Chinese originals,
and when they are identified, textual comparison shows that Gautier departed
freely from the Chinese, often eliminating phrases and stanzas from the original
and interpolating her own (Hamao 1995;Yu 2007).
Despite Gautier’s various authenticating claims about her translation, Le
livre de jade is more likely the fruit of what Hugh Kenner called a flourishing of
misunderstanding (1975: 739). Yet from such misconceptions and mismatches
grew a fascinating specimen of literary chinoiserie, one that marks out the
recurring themes and motifs in the discourse. Gautier arranged the poems under
thematic headings, and “the recurrence of certain images and scenes: moonlight,
flowers, jade, fragrance, music, water, pavilions, wine and poetry” (Yu 2007: 469)
can be observed in Le livre de jade.
“The Porcelain Pavilion” (Gautier 1867: 113-114), a frequently
retranslated and adapted piece in Gautier’s collection, merits special attention.
The Chinese original of this piece was not identified until much later, when
Fusako Hamao (1995) traced its resemblance to the Tang poet Li Bai’s 李白 “A
Banquet at Tao’s Pavilion” 宴陶家亭子. But the Chinese original gives no
inkling of “porcelain” – Hamao suggested that Gautier must have misread the
surname Tao 陶 for it, and it would be interesting to consider what lies behind
this apparent misreading of the polysemantic character, together with a few other
interpolations: The “green-and-white porcelain pavilion”, connected with “a jade
bridge”, is the scenic focal point of Gautier’s rendition. The second half of the
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poem describes the reflection in the “artificial lake” of the pavilion and the jade
bridge, which looks like a “jade crescent”,32 and a group of friends drinking and
composing verses in the pavilion.
The lineage of these recurrent images and scenes can be traced to the
chinoiserie discourse. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, China was
known in Europe for the charm of its material artefacts (porcelain, jade, garden
design, interior decoration, and more). Hamao (1995) suggests that the
construction of a porcelain pavilion in the Chinese garden for the 1867
Exposition Universelle, the year in which Le livre de jade was published, might
have played its part in Gautier’s imagination. Here we see the chinoiserie motifs
transposed onto the literary realm, evolving into stylized tropes of literary
chinoiserie that characterize the topos of “Chineseness”. The chinoiserie motif is
commonly used in the Chinese-themed writings of the Parnassians around the
sixties and seventies. Judith’s father, Théophile Gautier, whom William Schwartz
described as the first French writer of the nineteenth century to discover the
artistic possibilities of Chinese materials (1927: 17), composed several pieces
that feature Chinese pavilions (Rubins 2002: 147-152). Also notable in the
literary chinoiserie of the Parnassian circle is the fascination with the
perfectionism of Chinese artistic practice, which resonates with the “love of
precision [and] a devotion to formal beauty” of the Parnassians (Sells 2012).

32

These English translations are quoted from Yu (2007).
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Le livre de jade is a notable antecedent to the works of early
twentieth-century poet-translators. The discursive lineage between Gautier’s
translation and those of the Edwardian poet-translators becomes clear when we
consider them in terms of the reconfiguration of discursive components.
Gautier’s Le livre de jade is marked by three elements – literary chinoiserie and
ideas about Chinese poetic practice, which point towards the domain of the
foreign intertext; from the target culture originates the symbolist intertext,
through which Gautier’s rendition is read. These three components recur and
evolve in the works of Edwardian poet-translators and other sinographies in early
twentieth-century Britain.

B. Lytton Strachey, “An Anthology” (1908): The Strange Appeal of “the
HintingVerses of Chinese Poets”
In 1908, the Bloomsbury essayist and biographer Lytton Strachey published a
review of Herbert Giles’s Chinese Poetry in English Verse (1898), saying that one
would be tempted to regard these poems as “the best that this generation has
known” (1908/1979: 138). This review, written by a key modernist figure, is an
elucidating specimen of modernist response to Chinese poetry. As an example of
readerly contact with Chinese poetry it is analogous to the poet-translators’
indirect renderings, especially those of Cranmer-Byng, who retranslated his
readerly experience with reference to Giles’s translations.
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Strachey’s description of Chinese poetry echoes the descriptive
vocabulary of the chinoiserie discourse – “curious”, “strange”, “dreamy”,
“ethereal”, which

accentuates

the

apparent

disregard

for European

representational norms in Chinese paintings and garden designs (Porter 2001:
133-181; 2010b: 15-54; Chang 2010: 23-70). It would be interesting to note
that another prominent Bloomsbury figure, Virginia Woolf, employed similar
tropes of chinoiserie in reviewing a translation of Pu Songling’s 蒲松齡
Liaozhai zhiyi 聊齋誌異: “to give any idea of the slightness and queerness of
these stories one must compare them to dreams, or the airy, fantastic, and
inconsequent flight of a butterfly”; “[s]o queer and topsy-turvy is the atmosphere
of these little stories that one feels … as if one had been trying to walk over the
bridge in a willow pattern plate” (1913/1987: 7-8).33 Strachey’s reading of the
“topsy-turvy Oriental fashion” of Chinese poetry (1908/1979: 145), however,
offers an exemplary case of “modernism’s reworkings” of the chinoiserie legacy
(Porter 2015: 24). In his review, the use of familiar tropes of chinoiserie evolves
into an analysis of the poetic mechanism that gives rise to the “strange compelling
powers” (Strachey 1908/1979: 141) of Chinese poetry.
Strachey introduced Chinese poetry in terms of its contrast to European
artistic practice: while Greek art seeks finish and finality, Chinese poetry “aims at
producing an impression which, so far from being final, must be merely the
33

See review in the Times Literary Supplement (1st May1913) of Strange Stories from
the Lodge of Leisures.Translated from the Chinese by George Soulié of the French Consular
Service in China (Constable & Co. Ltd., 1913).
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prelude to a long series of visions and of feelings”. While “the lyrics of Europe …
are solid flesh-and-blood things”, “the hinting verses of Chinese poets” possess
“the strange compelling powers of suggested reminiscence and romance”
(1908/1979: 140, 141). Strachey’s reading of Chinese poetry is a reading of
difference, and he tried to further articulate the poetics of this alterity by
probing into its themes and methods. Chinese poetry “hints at wonders”; it draws
from familiar scenes of life, yet these “simple facts” are “charged with beautiful
suggestions and … ulterior significance”, sending the reader off “on a mysterious
voyage down the widening river of imagination” (ibid.: 140). Demonstrating the
contrast between European and Chinese poetry and explicating the evocative
method of Chinese poetic composition, Strachey develops the idea of Chinese
aesthetic alterity. Furthermore, Strachey renders this aesthetic alterity in more
explicit terms by pinpointing its particular affective quality – “a recurrent and
pervading melancholy”, which manifests itself in “the melancholy of absence …
[and the] sad sense of the fragility of human intercourse” (ibid.: 143-144). The
Chinese poets, Strachey observes, are “poets of reflection”; while the finest
European lyrics are “for the most part the memorials of passion”, in these lyrics
of China “the stress and the fury of desire are things unknown” (ibid.: 143, 145).
This characteristic affective feature and the Chinese poets’ preoccupation with
“patient beauties and the subtle relationships of simple things” mark them as
“singularly modern”. The “Western writer whose manner they suggest most
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constantly is Verlaine”, with whom the Chinese poets share “the art of being quiet
in verse” (ibid.: 143).
In Strachey’s reading of Giles we see the figure of Chinese aesthetic
alterity taking shape and coming into focus in the modernist aesthetic vision, as
Strachey explicates the workings of its strange poetic power and compares it to
the Symbolist poetics of Paul Verlaine, thereby forging a linkage between Chinese
poetry and poetic modernism. Strachey’s sinographic intertext, mediated
through Giles’s translations, brings into play the chinoiserie intertext and the
symbolist intertext; this confluence of intertexts constitutes Strachey’s invention
of Chinese aesthetic alterity and the hypothetical Chinese poem that this
invention refers to. It is also important to note the crucial role of Giles’s
translation as the “transtextual” link in the making of Strachey’s “metatext”/
“paratext”. Despite criticisms of its “Victorian sounding” quality by modern-day
critics, Giles’s Chinese Poetry in English Verse nonetheless “combines rhyme and
literalness with wonderful dexterity”, to quote Waley’s description (1918: 35).
One may argue that Strachey’s discovery of Chinese poetry through Giles’s
translation indicates the special property of translation as a type of transtextuality
(Genette 1982/1997) and its function as an “enunciative modality” (Foucault
1972/2010: 50-55); “literalness” is a representational quality best fulfilled via the
medium of translation, and the particular “literalness” of Giles’s translation
enables Strachey to encounter and aestheticise the difference of Chinese poetry,
rewriting the former chinoiserie script and bringing in the symbolist intertext.
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Strachey, indeed, had quoted extensively from Giles’s translations while
articulating the special appeal of Chinese poetry.
Strachey’s reading of Chinese aesthetic alterity offers a fitting framework
for putting the Edwardian poet-translators’ works into intertextual perspective.
The shared lineage to the chinoiserie intertext is clearly traceable: Bax’s
description of the charm of Chinese poetry – “songs that are painted on silk”
(1910: 7), for example – is steeped in the sensibilities of chinoiserie.
Cranmer-Byng, on the other hand, compared his retranslation to encasing “the
golden lily feet of the beloved”, by which he meant Giles’s unrhymed translations
in Gems of Chinese Literature (1884) and A History of Chinese Literature (1901), “in
rhyme of his own weaving” (1902: 5). This feminizing of Chinese poetry and the
occasional sentimentalizing treatment, often interlaced with chinoiserie motifs
like the moon, the willow, lanterns, and jade, can be related to features of
sentimentalism and femininity in the chinoiserie discourse (Porter 2010b: 55-92;
Lowe 1991: 75-101). One reviewer, in fact, urged that Cranmer-Byng should
devote his talent to “more masculine subjects”.34 When surveying historical
reviews of these Edwardian translations, one cannot help but notice how
frequently the Chinese poems were read through the chinoiserie frame.
There are, however, also significant departures from the chinoiserie script.
As in Strachey’s reading of Giles’s translations, the Edwardian poet-translators
34

Review of The Never-EndingWrong in Academy and Literature, 14, February 1903,
p.153. The reviewer in The Manchester Guardian (21st March 1903, p.5) wrote that
“‘The Never-Ending Wrong’ is a curious, obscure tragedy enveloped in
sentiment; ‘The Lute Girl,’ a languorous, sentimental story”.
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evince the inclination to discover the alterity of Chinese poetry and to further
articulate its poetics. Moreover, with the medium of translation, they are able to
develop more fully the idea of Chinese aesthetic alterity, utilizing the textual and
paratextual potentials of translation to embody the hypothetical Chinese poem in
tangible poetic form. 35 The familiar tropes of chinoiserie, despite the occasional
sentimentalizing treatment noted above, are transformed into poetic terms to
render the “method of suggestion” that characterizes Chinese poetic composition
(see “The Poet’s Vision” in 2.2 above) and the Chinese mode of melancholy (see
“Sweet Melancholy” in 2.2 above). Echoing Strachey’s observation that “a
recurrent and pervading melancholy” is a distinctive feature of Chinese poetry
(1908: 143-145), the literary attention bestowed on “Chinese melancholy” by the
Edwardian poet-translators serves more than an atmospheric function. It is an
attempt to illustrate a particular mode of lyric affect and to foreground the
aesthetic alterity of Chinese poetry. The following piece from Cranmer-Byng
illustrates the transformation of chinoiserie motifs in the rendition of a
melancholic theme:

Tears in the Spring
Clad in bright silk and blue embroidery
35

This, as does Giles’s relatively literal translation that enables the reading of
difference, also reveals the particularity of translation as a type of transtextuality
and a form of enunciative modality in the discourse. Mary Orr notes that there is
constant inattention in recent studies to translation as an “intertextual generator”
(2003: 156); see also Genette (1982/1997: 214-218, 311-313), Orr (1985;
2000; 2003: 17, 156-161), and Chan (2009; 2016).
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At the first call of spring the fair young bride,
On whom as yet sorrow hath laid no scar,
Climbs the Kingfisher’s Tower. Suddenly
She sees the bloom of the willows far and wide
And grieves for him she lent to fame and war.
Cranmer-Byng (1902: 40)

This piece is retranslated from Giles’s “The Soldier’s Wife” (1884: 151), the
Chinese original being “Complaint from a Lady’s Chamber” 閨怨 by the Tang
poet Wang Changling 王昌齡. In his rendition, Cranmer-Byng dressed the
female figure (“the fair young bride”) in raiment of chinoiserie texture – “bright
silk and blue embroidery”, which is not described in Giles’s translation. Yet this
chinoiserie motif does not prefigure sentimental outpourings of sorrow, but
rather “the melancholy of absence” and “the quiet desolation of regret”, to
borrow the words of Strachey (1908: 144, 145). The descriptive details, charged
with suggestive significance, are arranged as intimations of Chinese melancholy,
and one is reminded of Ezra Pound’s remark, appended beneath his rendition of
Li Bai’s “The Jewel Stairs’ Grievance” 玉階怨, that “the poem is especially
prized because she [i.e. the female figure] utters no direct reproach” (1915: 13).
A similar treatment is found in Cranmer-Byng’s retranslation of Giles’s “The
Grass-Widow’s Song” (1884: 113, Li Bai’s 子 夜 四 時 歌 : 秋 歌 ).
Cranmer-Byng changed Giles’s title to “Under the Moon”, which foregrounds
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the symbolic significance of the moon and the world of symbols in Chinese
poetry:

Here is the narrow moon garden of its range, its myriad dragons shoaling
through unreal seas, its peonies with the souls of mandarins, and
chrysanthemums with the shadows of children. Yet this sense of limitation
and unreality belongs only to the surface, within this little space lies a vast
world opened to us through symbols.
(Cranmer-Byng: 1917: 357-358)

In addition to being a recurrent motif in the topos of Chinese melancholy,
the female figure has also acquired the tropological significance of the emblem of
beauty and poetic perfection through Cranmer-Byng’s reworkings of Sikong Tu.
Cranmer-Byng not only explicated the aesthetic alterity of Chinese poetry;
furthermore he embraced this alterity as an alternative aesthetic ideal, giving it
tangible form via textual and paratextual means of retranslation. A review of
Cranmer-Byng’s A Lute of Jade observes the “disconcertingly modern” atmosphere
of the poems: “They have that vagueness and mystery and contain those
half-formulated suggestions, mere hints and whispers half-caught, which we
expect to find in Verlaine, in the work of M. Maeterlinck and of Mr. W. B. Yeats,
and in the music of Debussy”.36 The reviewer, signed “D. G.”, was in fact Stuart
36

See review of A Lute of Jade, in The English Review (2nd July 1909, p. 822),
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Erskine, who co-founded with Cranmer-Byng the monthly literary journal The
Senate (May 1894 – December 1897), 37 which played an important role in
promoting the works of Verlaine in the English literary world. Here again we see
the importance of the symbolist intertext. The forging of a transcultural
intertextual link between a particular aesthetic feature of Chinese poetry and
Symbolist poetics inscribes another layer of significance in the hypothetical
Chinese poem – the affinity with aesthetic modernism.

C. Laurence Binyon, Painting in the Far East (1908) and The Flight of
the Dragon (1911): Chinese Philosophy and the “European Disillusion”
Another example of sinography that I hope to discuss here traces the aesthetic
alterity of China to a fundamentally different philosophy of life. The works of
Laurence Binyon, poet, playwright, and scholar, are essential to the modernist
reception of Asian art in the early twentieth century. Binyon was an important
figure in the Oriental careers of Pound, Waley, and many others; he was Keeper
of the Oriental Sub-Department of Prints and Drawings in the British Museum
when Waley worked there as Assistant Keeper (Gray 1970; Hatcher 1992), and
he introduced Pound to Chinese and Japanese art when the young American poet

signed D. G.
37
Alex Murray (2015) offers a detailed analysis of this rarely discussed
modernist magazine.
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arrived in London in 1908 (Arrowsmith 2011: 103-127; Morel and Demoor
2014).
Binyon’s idea of the “rhythmic vitality” of Chinese art, developed in The
Flight of the Dragon (1911) from his reading of Giles’s translations, was crucial for
Pound’s formulation of Vorticism (Binyon 1911: 11-14; in relation to Pound, see
Morel and Demoor 2014; Huang 2015).38 This “rhythmic vitality”, transcending
the representational norms of European art, encapsulates the aesthetic alterity of
Chinese art and finds its roots “in philosophy of life, in mental habit and
character” (Binyon 1908/1913: 21). The aesthetic alterity of Chinese art, as
Binyon noted, is rooted in a fundamentally different conception of the relation
between man and Nature in the Chinese philosophy of life. Whereas “an
opposition between man and Nature has been ingrained in Western thought”, we
find no such barrier in Chinese art; while European art concentrates on “the
glorification of man”, there is no “proud and conscious assertion of human
personality” in Chinese art, but in its stead “thoughts that lead us out into the
universal life, hints of the infinite, whispers from secret sources” (ibid.: 21-22).
The European artist is external to the natural surroundings he portrays, while

38

Binyon borrowed this translation from Giles’s An Introduction to the History of
Chinese Pictorial Art (1905). He explained that the phrase might also be translated
as “the fusion of the rhythm of the spirit with the movement of living things”,
meaning “the artist must pierce beneath the mere aspect of the world to seize and
himself to be possessed by that great cosmic rhythm of the spirit which sets the
currents of life in motion”. This principle of rhythmic vitality gives Chinese art a
“strong synthetic power” that “fuse[s] the spiritual and the material” (Binyon 1911:
13-14).
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the Chinese artist is in one with Nature, finding his “spiritual home” in “its
wholeness and its freedom” (Binyon 1911: 24-25).
This pattern of juxtaposing the contrasting features of Chinese and
European artistic practices, which underpins Strachey’s and the Edwardian
poet-translators’ formulation of Chinese aesthetic alterity, emerges again in
Binyon’s analysis of Chinese art. The importance of “rhythm” and the principle of
“reliance on suggestion” and “evocative suggestion” that create “a communicating
spark between mind and mind” (Binyon 1911: 11-14, 28; 1908/1913: 185) is
also akin to the poet-translators’ descriptions of Chinese poetry. Key to these
expositions of Chinese art is the Taoist philosophy of harmony between man and
Nature, and on this deeper level of the philosophy of life, Binyon found in
Chinese art a “more truly modern feeling” (1908/1913: 23). With this linkage
between the Chinese aesthetic ideal and Taoist philosophy, we see the role of the
Taoist intertext in the turn-of-the-century appreciation of Chinese artistic
practices. Taoist philosophy had become emblematic of the radical difference of
the Chinese worldview in the late nineteenth century. Oscar Wilde, whose
aestheticism can also be seen in the early works of Binyon and Cranmer-Byng,
penned a long review of Giles’s Chuang Tzu: Mystic, Moralist, and Social Reformer
(1889), applauding “this almond-eyed sage” who preached “the great creed of
Inaction” and observed “the uselessness of all useful things”. Wilde pointed out
that Zhuangzi is a “very dangerous writer” for contemporary Britain, a nation of
“the shop-keeping classes”, “popular orators”, and “drawing-room evangelists”,
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where “most people are so anxious to educate their neighbours that they have
actually no time left in which to educate themselves” (Wilde 1890).
In the writings of Wilde, Binyon, and the Edwardian poet-translators, the
Taoist intertext comes into play in the formation of aesthetic modernism. Wilde
saw it as a critique of the vulgarity of Victorian ethos, while Binyon and
Cranmer-Byng traced the aesthetic alterity of Chinese artistic practice to its
rootedness in Taoist philosophy. Binyon’s works on Chinese art present an
implicit critique of “the materialist philosophy which underpins Western science
and has permeated European culture since the Renaissance” (Hatcher 1995: 178),
and of “the proud spirit of the European man”, who sees himself as “lord of the
earth … and the rest of nature as but existing to minister to his needs and his
desires” (Binyon 1911: 25-26). Binyon presented an alternative artistic vision that
is founded on a different, and in his view, superior understanding of man’s place
in the world; identifying it as the aesthetically modern, he upheld Chinese art as
a beneficial corrective to “the European disillusion” (ibid.: 25-27).
The foreign intertext of Taoism is thus set within a critique of Western
modernity and invoked as a sign of Chinese exemplarity, which represents an
attractive contrast to the unsavoury conditions of the modern West. The Taoist
notion of being in harmony with Nature imparts philosophical depth to the
Chinese idea of Nature, which figures as another trope of othering in the
invention of Chinese aesthetic alterity. Evolving from earlier significations of
unruliness in eighteenth-century chinoiserie (as the “vehicle for the most
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extravagant flights of imagination”, Porter 2001: 169-171) and its role in
Romanticism’s embrace of irregularity, wildness, and diversity in reaction against
the rigid formalism of neoclassicism (Lovejoy 1933), the Chinese idea of Nature
becomes for this group of sinographers the emblem of spiritual permanence,
which modernism in its own disenchantment with materialist modernity
enshrines as an alternative ideal.

2.4 Across the Civilizational Divide: Border-Crossing, Self-Othering,
and the Cosmopolitan Vision
With Binyon’s works, we see the conceptual and rhetorical pattern of the divide
between China and the West becoming conspicuous. Indeed this divide is at work
in Strachey’s description of China as “a civilization which has returned upon
itself ” (1908/1979: 145). It also underpins Cranmer-Byng’s idea that the alterity
of Chinese poetry can be traced to a diametrically different philosophical outlook
(1909: 27-28). It is a recurring “trope of discourse”, signalling the “tropological
turns” (White 1999: 10-11) from the level of aesthetic description to the level of
analyses and generalizations about civilizational traits. The reiteration of this
trope of otherness also sets in motion processes of re-evaluation. This brings us
to the cultural and social texts that inform this group of early twentieth-century
sinographies.
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In 1901, four “letters from John Chinaman” appeared anonymously on the
pages of The Saturday Review; these four “letters”, together with four subsequent
ones, were soon collected and published by the London publisher R. Brimley
Johnson as Letters from John Chinaman (1901). The author, purportedly a Chinese
who had “a long residence in England”, addressed the British public on the recent
rise of “the fundamental antagonism between Eastern and Western civilization” in
the wake of the Boxer Rebellion, hoping to “remove certain misunderstandings”
by offering the Chinese point of view (1901: 3-4). These “letters”, however, were
not written by a Chinese, though some readers were taken in when the “letters”
were first published. Letters from John Chinaman is another example in the
tradition of epistolary chinoiserie, in which the author adopts the voice of a
Chinese to comment on his or her own society. Notable examples of epistolary
chinoiserie from earlier periods include Horace Walpole’s A Letter from Xo Ho, a
Chinese Philosopher in London (1757) and Oliver Goldsmith’s The Citizen of the World;
or Letters from a Chinese Philosopher (1762), and this time, it is the Cambridge
philosopher Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson who speaks through the persona of a
Chinese gentleman. 39
39

This use of a foreign traveller as a literary device for contemporary social
satire is a long-established practice – Montesquieu’s Persian Letters (1721) is an
important antecedent. According to E. M. Forster, Dickinson initially tried to
“utilize one of Swift’s myths in the form of ‘Letters from a Houyhnhnm’”, but
found the medium unsuitable. Roger Fry, having read Herbert Giles’s Gems of
Chinese Literature (1884) and G. Eugène Simon’s La cité chinoise (1885), suggested
China as an alternative setting, considering that “China was in the foreground
politically, owing to the Boxer riots and the European expeditions to suppress
them” (Forster 1934/1973: 118). For public response to the authorship of these
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Writing in his biography of Dickinson, E. M. Forster noted that
Dickinson’s idea was to launch “some fundamental criticism of western
civilization, which should be read by the general public” (1934/1973: 118). To
achieve this Dickinson deployed the medium of a Chinese observer, and he
utilized the paradigm of civilizational divide to its utmost: “our civilization [is]
stable” and embodies “a moral order”, “while in yours we detect only an
economic chaos”; “your civilization has never been Christian; whereas ours is
Confucian through and through” (Dickinson 1901: 5-6). What strikes him most
about the modern West, John Chinaman continued, is “its unrest, its confusion,
its lack … of morality”, and he found it “impossible unreservedly to admire a
civilization which has produced manners so coarse, morals so low, and an
appearance so unlovely” (ibid.: 7, 9). In particular, Chinese superiority is
epitomized in a refined aesthetic sensibility:

A rose in a moonlit garden, the shadow of trees on the turf, almond bloom,
scent of pine, the wine-cup and the guitar; these and the pathos of life and
death, the long embrace, the hand stretched out in vain, the moment that
glides for ever away, with its freight of music and light, into the shadow and
hush of the haunted past, all that we have, all that eludes us, a bird on the
wing, a perfume escaped on the gale, to all these things we are trained to
respond, and the response is what we call literature. This we have; this you
“letters” upon initial publication, see Forster (1934/1973: 118-119) and
Dickinson (1906: 313-316).
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cannot give us; but this you may so easily take away. Amid the roar of looms
it cannot be heard; it cannot be seen in the smoke of factories: it is killed by
the wear and the whirl of Western life.
(Dickinson 1901: 33)

This description of Chinese responsiveness to beauty recalls the imagery and
sensibility that Strachey, Binyon, and the Edwardian poet-translators evoked in
their works on Chinese poetry. Dickinson’s laudation of China and his
impassioned criticism of the modern West is itself symptomatic of a particular
aspect of the mind of modernism – a state of disenchantment with modernity,
decrying the “dehumanization” that followed in the wake of “modernization”,
which involves “the rise of industry, technology, urbanization, and bureaucratic
institutions” (Singal 1987: 7-8). 40 According to Forster, Letters from John
Chinaman “appeared at the right psychological moment”, when “[t]he reaction
from the Boer War and from economic imperialism was just gathering force, and
Englishmen were sensitive about aggression and exploitation to a greater degree
than they would have been”. With its “power and beauty”, the Letters “moved
people to think of the flaw in European civilization” (1934/1973: 119). Situated
at the crucial historical juncture of the Boxer Rebellion, Letters from John
Chinaman was thus positioned as a resolute counter-discourse to modernization
40

In a similar vein, Robert Pippin describes one aspect of the ambivalence of
modernism as “an intense dissatisfaction with the sterile, exploitative,
commercialized, or simply ugly forms of life apparently characteristic of social
modernization (or ‘bourgeois’ forms of modernization)” (1999: 29).
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and imperialism at a time when both were gathering fresh momentum and
“jingoistic public hostility in Britain towards China” was at its height (Harding
2012: 29).
Dickinson was to embark on a journey to China in 1912 with an Albert
Kahn Travelling Fellowship; he came to China, as Forster said, “as a lover, who
had worshipped from afar for years” (1934/1973: 117). In his 1913 report to the
London Trustees of the Kahn Fellowships, Dickinson lamented the erosion of
China by the violence and vulgarity of the West: “[t]he grip of the West has begun
to close” upon China, “and will more and more be felt in the general
dissemination of ugliness, meanness and insincerity” (1913: 37, quoted from
Harding 2012: 31-32). Setting a modern West that is restless, rapacious, and
materialistic against the beauty, peace, and spiritual permanence of old China,
Dickinson made China “a site of idealism” and “a site of nostalgia” (Porter 2015:
30). A temporal axis is built into Dickinson’s construction of the civilizational
divide, and his sinography involves both transcultural influence and
transhistorical relocation.
This temporal dimension and the implicit “valence of nostalgia” (Porter
2015: 29) brings to light another layer of significance in the Edwardian
poet-translators’ translational sinographies. Bax wrote that the world of Chinese
poetry has “an ancient magic not yet wholly carried away on the wide flood of
materialism”, and he hoped that his volume would foster “a true understanding
between East and West, … based not merely on armaments and commerce but
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also upon the surer foundation of the soul’s desire for beauty” (1910: 10-11). To
Cranmer-Byng, the world of Chinese poetry is “a land of song and pleasant
intercourse and the exalted pleasures of friendship, a past unpoisoned by the
monstrous nostrums of the foreign theologians, void of the clash of their armies
and the quarrels of aliens over the soil” (1902: 8). The social text of
anti-imperialism and the sense of mournful nostalgia towards a golden past that is
under the threat of aggressive erosion by the Western powers are at the heart of
the poet-translators’ works, which reveal a correlation between the discursive
field and the social field. The discursive practice of translating Chinese poetry
into an alternative ideal goes beyond the interpretive and representational realms;
it further reveals the transformative potentials of translation.
Having experienced “the first shuddering of personal horror” (Forster
1934/1973: 129) in the face of China’s disintegration, and the shattering despair
and “black horror of inconceivability” (Dickinson 1973: 189-190) in the First
World War, Dickinson drafted his blueprint for the “League of Nations”
(Dickinson 1917: 183) to promote a system of global governance that would
maintain international peace. With Dickinson’s support, an Anglo-Chinese
Society was established in Cambridge; his rooms in the Gibbs Building at King’s
became “a site of pilgrimage for visiting Chinese scholars” (Harding 2012: 30),
among them the poet Xu Zhimo, who gave Dickinson the first of a series of black
silk Chinese caps which he wore in his later years (Forster 1934/1973: 128; see
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also Laurence 2003; Tong 2014). Dickinson was reported to have said that “in a
previous existence, I actually was a Chinaman!” (Forster 1934/1973: 118).
With the Indian scholar S. A. Kapadia, Cranmer-Byng co-edited the
widely influential “Wisdom of the East” series. This series of translations from
Eastern classics aspires to be “the ambassadors of good-will and understanding
between East and West”, and the editors believed that “a deeper knowledge of the
great ideals and lofty philosophy of Oriental thought may help to bring a revival
of that true spirit of Charity which neither despises nor fears the nations of
another creed and colour” (Editorial note to the series). 41 Bax’s Twenty Chinese
Poems was published by the Orpheus Press, in connection with the quarterly
magazine Orpheus (1909-1912), which Bax co-founded with “A. E.” (George
William Russell), “the poet of Theosophy”. The Orpheus contributors were
“desirous of bringing back to the arts a more religious or mystical inspiration
than is to be found … in the painting and literature of the present age” (Bax 1910:
53). Bax’s early interest in Theosophy – a syncretic movement of occult
spiritualism that responds to the crisis of institutional religion and the need for
alternative religious experience, in which Yeats was also engaged – later
developed into a life-long leaning towards Eastern spiritualism, in particular
Buddhism. He formed a close friendship with Allan Bennett – the Venerable
Ānanda Metteyya, the second Briton to receive a full ordination as a Buddhist
monk, who led the Buddhist mission to England from Burma in 1908. Bax had
41

This series, later acquired by John Murray, continued to grow after
Cranmer-Byng’s death, and reached 122 volumes.
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been promoting and offering financial support to the work of Ānanda Metteyya,
and left a number of personal reminiscences of the holy man (Bax 1925: 307-317;
1951; see also Harris 1998).
The transcultural discursive practices of these translators and sinographers
are interrelated with the forging of cross-cultural friendships through kindred
cultural attitudes, and their rewritings of China are integral to the formation of
“affective communities” (Gandhi 2006). Taking into view this broader social
dimension, we see the routes of interchange and sites of convergence between
discursive statements and the forces in the socio-cultural field, or, to use
Foucault’s terminology, the interplay between the system of “discursive relations”
and the “system of real or primary relations” (1972/2010: 45-46). In this way
translational sinography allegorises particular forms of ethical and political
engagement, subverting dominant discourses and creating new subjectivities and
communities.
China has always figured as the radical other in European imagination.
What is worthy of note is how this otherness is variously reconfigured and
evaluated in a discursive field marked by “heterotopicality” (Lowe 1991: 14-15).
The group of translators and sinographers examined in this chapter make
Chinese alterity the site for redrawing cultural boundaries. Their invention and
embrace of the Chinese aesthetic ideal involves an act of voluntary
border-crossing in which the self takes the position of alliance with the other, and
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the two-fold process of “self-Othering”, 42 through which a dimension of
“internal otherness” (Bush 2005) is inscribed in the modernist self. This group of
(translational) sinographies does not transcend the Orientalist paradigm of the
“ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and …
‘the Occident’” (Said 1978: 2), yet by according supremacy to the “other” side of
the divide, it markedly distinguishes itself from the prevalent “Yellow Peril”
discourses of the time. Here we see a reversal of “instrumental amnesia” – the
“deliberate occlusion of rival [Chinese] claimants to exemplarity” (Porter 2010a)
– and a revived cosmopolitan vision that bears similarities to Enlightenment
sinophilia.

42

In his discussion of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century German
Orientalism, Nicholas Germana describes “self-Othering” as a “rhetorical
strategy which involved two distinct forms or acts of Othering – imaginative
constructions of the oriental Other with whom one could identify and the
western imperial Other, against whom one was seeking to construct an identity”
(Germana 2010: 81, emphasis in the original).
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3. CATHAY

IN

FRAGMENTS:

EARLY

TWENTIETH-CENTURY

CHINOISERIE POEMS AND IMITATIVE SINOGRAPHY
Talking of the Russians and the Chinese, he advised me to read “Bell’s
travels.” I asked him whether I should read Du Halde’s “Account of
China.” “Why, yes,” said he, “as one reads such a book; that is to say,
consult it.”
– James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson (1768)

Gnomic Verses.
When the roast smoked in the oven, belching out blackness,
I was bewildered and knew not what to do,
But when I was plunged in the contemplation
Of Li Po’s beautiful verses,
This thought came upon me, –
When the roast smokes, pour water upon it.
– Ezra Pound, Blast, 2, (1915)

Launcelot Cranmer-Byng’s The Never-Ending Wrong, which was discussed at some
length in the previous chapter, does not only include renditions from Chinese
poetry. Its title conceals its other half, and the volume actually comprises two
roughly equal parts, one called “Chinese Poems”, the other “English Poems”,
composed by Cranmer-Byng. This dual feature points to the continuity between
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translation and original composition in the works of the poet-translators. The
following piece, placed among the English poems, is an example of how these
two practices intermingle:

FROM THE CHINESE

THE grey and purple shadows of the dusk
Pass to and fro upon their soundless wings,
And the fans of night blow rare soft winnowings
From the moon-laden terraces of musk.

Love, with the golden lilies of her feet
Swaying beneath the lilies of the sky,
Lips of the jasmin bud, love passes by
Nor hears my heart beside the wu t’ung beat.

The little mounds of death around me loom,
There sleep her conquering legions overthrown.
Only the pallid singer stands alone,
And would be dust desired beyond the tomb.

(Cranmer-Byng 1902: 107)
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The “fans of night” and “moon-laden terraces of musk” introduce the reader to a
vaguely familiar Chinese setting, one that readers may recognize through the
recurrence of similar images in the foregoing renditions from Chinese poems.
The “golden lilies of her feet” and the “wu t’ung” further accentuate the features
of a Chinese topos, and the reader may associate “her conquering legions
overthrown” with the story of Yang Guifei, which was given a romanticized
treatment by Cranmer-Byng in “The Never-Ending Wrong”.
Cranmer-Byng’s “From the Chinese” is analogous to the works of Judith
Gautier and the Parnassians mentioned earlier, which can be described with the
idea of literary chinoiserie, a mode of “textual contact” (Thornber 2009: 2-3)
that draws freely from discourses on China to create Chinese-themed
compositions, sometimes in imitation of a putatively Chinese style. Like its
counterpart in material culture – the chinoiserie style in architecture, decorative
arts, and garden design, literary chinoiserie appeals to imagination’s delight in
the fanciful and exotic. It signals its “Chineseness” by rearranging the “familiar
exotics” (Chang 2010: 6) of the China topos and assembling disparate elements
into transcultural mosaics.
Literary chinoiserie can be explored in relation to other kindred concepts
like exoticism and cosmopolitanism (Jenkins 2012; Aravamudan 2012b). It
belongs to the tradition of literary Orientalism, which depends on a positivity of
difference that establishes a divide between the self and the other. Such invented
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boundary, however, can be problematized, dismantled, and redrawn in the
creative process of rewriting. Literary chinoiserie can take on a myriad of shades
and tones, ranging from the enticingly exotic to trenchant social critique, from
nostalgic idealization of far-off utopia to racist representations.
The emergence of literary chinoiserie and, more generally, literary
Orientalism is intertwined with the expansion of empire and the global flow of
objects, people, and ideas. The “Oriental Renaissance” (Schwab 1984: 11-20) not
only constructed an empire of learning; it also turned metropolitan centres into
places where the East is consumed “in the shape of products, objects, visual
experiences and literary texts” (Saglia 2002: 76). Literary and artistic
productions about far-flung places comprise a cultural archive “fractured
geographically by the activated imperial divide”, which evinces “structures of
feeling” that engage with the imperial enterprise, as Edward Said had shown in
Culture and Imperialism (1993: 50-53). In his reading of English and French novels,
Said demonstrates that a work like Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, commonly
thought to be insular, domestic, and preoccupied with “feminine” concerns, can
“synchroni[ze] domestic with international authority”, and that “imperialism and
the novel fortified each other to such a degree that it is impossible to read one
without in some way dealing with the other” (ibid.: 87, 71). Literary Orientalism,
by charting its own “imaginative geographies”, is a prime example of the
“distancing and aestheticizing cultural practices that split, then anesthetize the
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metropolitan consciousness” (ibid.: 13), while creating sites for reconstituting the
“structures of attitude and reference” in the cultural archive.43
In this chapter I will examine a particular group of literary chinoiserie:
early twentieth-century chinoiserie poems in the modernist “little magazines”.
Earlier examples of chinoiserie poems involve various compositional methods,
ranging from incidental references, allusions, indirect troping, to the more
conspicuous imitations of Chinese style. The proliferation of the little magazines,
prefigured by the periodical culture of the Aesthetic Movement in the late
nineteenth century, was enabled by the low-cost printing, and hence relative
independence from market concerns, of literary periodicals. Like the private
presses through which Launcelot Cranmer-Byng and Clifford Bax published their
translations, the little magazine is one of the vital “institutions of modernism”
(Rainey 1998: 3-5), and its formal and bibliographic particularities become the
very medium for articulating aesthetic modernism. The “littleness” of little
magazines usually refers to its small print-run, though contrary examples can be
found and they appear in a great variety of formats (Brooker and Thacker 2009:
11-16). What remains crucial is their allegiance to the “new” and the “modern”,
and their professed position of hetero-doxa (Bourdieu 1977: 159-171) in the
43

Said uses the phrase “structures of attitude and reference” in connection with
Raymond Williams’s concept “structures of feeling”. It describes “the way in
which structures of location and geographical reference appear in the cultural
languages of literature, history, or ethnography, sometimes allusively and
sometimes carefully plotted, across several individual works that are not
otherwise connected to one another or to an official ideology of ‘empire’” (Said
1993: 52-53).
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cultural field. To read the little magazines as allegories of literary and political
movements is crucial to understanding the rewriting of China in this particular
medium.
The following discussion pays special attention to the aspects of
Chineseness that these chinoiserie poems highlight, and the ways in which the
political and cultural significations of China around the turn of the century – the
scramble for China by Western imperial powers, the Boxer Rebellion, the
continuing chinoiserie trend, the rise of interest in Chinese art facilitated by
museum collections, and the greater familiarity with Chinese poetry brought by
the works of sinologists – are reframed through the medium of the modernist
little magazine. Furthermore, I will explore the transtextual dimensions of
transcultural rewriting – how do these chinoiserie poems make use of previous
translations of Chinese poetry, how do they play with the idea of translation, and
how translation, understood in a broader sense, can be reconceptualised in
relation to various transtextual practices? Examining chinoiserie poems will also
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the genealogy of modernist
translations of Chinese poetry, as some of the poet-translators’ translation
practices are closely linked with their exercises in literary chinoiserie.
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3.1 Chinoiserie Poems in Modernist Little Magazines
Lydgate foresaw that science and his profession were the objects he
should alone pursue enthusiastically; but he could not imagine himself
pursuing them in such a home as Wrench had – the doors all open, the
oil-cloth worn, the children in soiled pinafores, and lunch lingering in
the form of bones, black-handled knives, and willow-pattern.
– George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871-1872)

… those delicate blossoms/ T’ang, Sung,Yuan and Ming.
– Pauline Garner Curran, “Down from the Hills of T’ang”, Palms (7.2), 1929

I quoted at the beginning of the previous chapter a verse letter to the editor of
The Egoist from Allen Upward, entitled “The Discarded Imagist”. This letter,
appearing in the 1st June 1915 (2.6) issue of The Egoist, followed a previous
“Special Imagist Number” (1st May 1915, 2.5), in which Upward was mentioned
as a newly minted Imagist. What earned Upward a seat in the Imagist group was
the publication of a series of “prose poems” – “Scented Leaves from a Chinese Jar”
– in The New Freewoman and Poetry: A Magazine of Verse in 1913; as Upward
recounted, these “Chinese leaves” were subsequently “discovered” by Ezra Pound:

Thereupon Ezra Pound the generous rose up and called me an
Imagist. (I had no idea what he meant.)
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And he included me in an anthology of Imagists.

This was a very great honour.
But I was left out of the next anthology.
This was a very great shame.
(Upward, The Egoist, 2.6, 1st June1915, 98)

Pound included nine pieces of Upward’s “Scented Leaves” in the 1914 Imagist
anthology, Des Imagistes. Upward’s remark betrayed a sense of bemusement – “I
had no idea what he meant”. Having been enlisted involuntarily into the Imagist
camp and then banished at another turn, Upward penned “The Discarded
Imagist” as a parody of the vagaries of literary fashion (see Diepeveen 2014),
contrasting “the day of swift movements … the impertinences of the West” with
China’s “millenniums of perfect art” (Upward 1915: 98).
“Scented Leaves from a Chinese Jar” comprises thirty fragments, each
with a descriptive title; some of them can be described as vignettes, and some
others as pensées. The epigrammatic feature of these fragments bears a
resemblance to Logan Pearsall Smith’s Trivia. These “scented leaves” are not the
bound “leaves” of a book, but loose and fallen leaves, as it were, gathered and
preserved in a “Chinese jar”. What strings them together is their apparent
association with China. Such series of prose poem miniatures are the favoured
form for writers of chinoiserie poems – Upward later published a similar set
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called “Chinese Lanterns” (The Egoist, 1.10, 15th May 1914, 181-182), and Eunice
Tietjens (1884-1944) offered another in 1917, entitled “Chinoiseries” (The Little
Review, 3.8, January 1917, 4-5). Interestingly, when Pound first encountered
Upward’s “Scented Leaves”, he took them to be “paraphrases from the Chinese”
based on genuine Chinese originals, as did the editors of Poetry.44 Upward later
undeceived him, saying that he “made it up out of his head, using a certain
amount of Chinese reminiscence”.45 Reading these “Chinese leaves” today, we
will probably be amused by such a misconception, but it reveals much about the
imaginings of China among this group of poets and writers in the early twentieth
century.
The most noticeable feature of these chinoiserie poems is the frequent use
of images and motifs broadly associated with China. Some of these can be found
in the chinoiserie piece composed by Cranmer-Byng quoted at the beginning of
this chapter: “the moon-laden terraces of musk”, “the golden lilies (of her feet)”,
and “the wu t’ung”. In Upward’s “Scented Leaves” series, we have “the perfume
of … scented billet”, “the Junk of Many Pearls”, “a procession of junks carrying
lanterns”, “robes of yellow silk embroidered with the Dragon” etc. In other
chinoiserie poems published in the modernist little magazines, we are also
treated to a surfeit of things Chinese: “screen of pink silk”, “robes of jade and of
44

The issue of Poetry in which the “Scented Leaves” was published (2.6,
September 1913) included a note that says “[t]he Scented Leaves are not direct
translations, but paraphrases from the Chinese” (228).
45
Pound’s letter to Harriet Monroe, 23rd September 1913, quoted from The
Selected Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907-1941, edited by D. D. Paige (1971: 22-23).
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coral”, “enamel of hyacinth and sea-green jade”, “red jew’ls of Cathay”, “old, blue
Chinese gardens”, “a garden /With peonies, and tinkling pagodas”, a “tall pagoda,
like a velvet flower”. 46 As we can see, most of these objects are drawn from the
repertoire of Chinese imports and their European imitations. In ways similar to
producers of the chinoiserie style (in pottery, textile, furniture, interior design,
landscape gardens and beyond) who draw freely on the features of Chinese
imports and utilize them as decorative motifs, these poets select, recycle, and
rearrange the Chinese objects to give their compositions some “Chinese colour”.
These commonly incorporated Chinese objects thus function as cultural
shorthand, and they belong to the category of the “familiar exotic” (Chang 2010:
6), which embodies domesticated ideas of foreignness and conventionalized
forms of difference, reinforced through increased circulation and reiteration.
Such composition in imitation of the “Chinese style” is premised upon the
decontextualization of Chinese objects and images from their original milieu,
which turns them into signifiers of Chineseness open to an array of discursive
uses. In the above-quoted chinoiserie poems, the making of a bricolage out of an
assortment of things Chinese is one such example of discursive use, and it is akin
to the “eclectic or exploitative” type of imitative strategies described by Thomas
46

These quotations are from the following pieces: Eunice Tietjens,
“Chinoiseries” (The Little Review, 3.8, January 1917, 5), Florence Kilpatrick
Mixter, “Chinese Epitaph” (Poetry, 18.5, August 1921, 242-243), Grace Conkling,
“Cloisonné” (Broom, 1.3, January 1922, 249), Frances Shaw, “World Lullaby”
(Poetry 13.6, March 1919, 312-313), Amy Lowell, “Chinoiseries” (Others: A
Magazine of the NewVerse, 3.1, July 1916, 7-8), and “Solitaire” (Poetry, 6.1, April
1915, 10).
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Greene (1982: 39-40).47 China in this mode of transcultural rewriting is made
amenable to being fragmentized, reassembled, or reconfigured, with seeming
unconcern about the pitfalls of anachronism and cultural incongruity. When
transplanted into another semiotic matrix, these free-floating Chinese objects
that adorn the chinoiserie poems are no mere material objects – they become
tropes of China, evolving and acquiring different shades of meaning with each
citation.

A. From Trinkets to Sublimities:The Discourse of Literary Chinoiserie
The abundance of things Chinese in literary chinoiserie points to an important
aspect of Europe’s encounter with China. From Marco Polo’s recount of his
travels in Mongol Cathay, the widely translated pseudo-memoir The Voyage and
Travels of Sir John Mandeville, Knight (circa 1356-1357), to the influential works of
scholars and geographers like Juan González de Mendoza, Richard Hakluyt, and
Samuel Purchas, and the lavishly illustrated volumes of Kircher and Nieuhof
produced by the Dutch printers, China was known to medieval and Renaissance
Europe as a land of “richness and plentifulness”, the “mightie kingdome” that
47

Examining Renaissance poetry in terms of its relation to history and the
literary past, Greene explains that the “eclectic or exploitative” type of imitative
strategy “treats all traditions as stockpiles to be drawn upon ostensibly at random.
History becomes a vast container whose contents can be disarranged endlessly
without suffering damage. The art of poetry finds materials everywhere,
materials bearing with them the aura of their original contexts, charged with an
evocative power implanted by the poet or the convention from which they are
taken” (Greene 1982: 39).
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impressed European visitors with its enviable merchandise and treasures,
magnificent cities and palaces, and ingenious craftsmanship and technology (see
Lach 1965; 1977; Lach and Van Kley 1993).
The rise of global trade brought about “chinamania” in the European
market. Around the mid-seventeenth century the craze for Chinese imports and
designs had nourished industries of domestic manufacturers and designers,
transforming landscape gardens, theatrical spectacles, and the interiors of court
residence and common households. 48 Robert Southey’s remark that “plates and
tea-saucers have made us better acquainted with the Chinese than we are with
any other distant people” (Letters from England, letter XXXV, 1807: 45-46)
indicates how perceptions of a foreign culture are shaped through contacts with
its material objects. The things Chinese that came flooding into the European
marketplace are therefore “transcultural objects” (Grasskamp and Juneja 2018:
3-11) that constitute Western conceptions of China. It is interesting to recall in
this connection that China is known metonymically as china, the chief
commodity it offers (and, in like manner, J/japan, M/morocco etc.). A similar
metonymic substitution underpins the line “those delicate blossoms/ T’ang, Sung,
Yuan, and Ming” (quoted as epigraph to this section), where Chinese dynasties
are “reduced” – and effeminized, one might say – to aesthetic objects, possibly
some decorative motif in a pattern design.
48

Classic introductions to chinoiserie include Honour (1961), Impey (1977),
and Jacobson (1993). Stacey Sloboda’s more recent study, Chinoiserie: Commerce
and Critical Ornament in Eighteenth-century Britain (2014), offers a reassessment of
the field.
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From this chinoiserie stream there evolves a wide range of themes: a
Chinese topsy-turveydom of whimsicality and extravagant flights of the
imagination, “monstrous

beauty”

(Porter

2002; 2010b: 3-13), the

re-conceptualization of Nature’s “beautiful irregularities” which blends into
Romantic notions of genius and the sublime, 49 the feminization of China, and
the association between chinoiserie and superficiality, commercialism, and
female desire. These topoi of China are operative in the literary responses
generated by the chinoiserie craze. Alexander Pope’s mock-epic The Rape of the
Lock (1712) famously tropes Belinda’s “China Vessels”50 as the locus of feminine
consumerist desire and the symbol for the precarity of female chastity (Williams
1962; Kowaleski-Wallace 1997: 52-69). The figuration of a woman’s possession
of china “enabled a semiotic process which allowed her to be ‘read’ as a particular
kind of surface” (Kowaleski-Wallace 1995: 159), and Pope turned the “China jar”
into “a figurative shorthand for a whole category of expressive objects; each is

49

See William Chambers’s remark: “Nature is their [the Chinese] pattern and
their aim is to imitate her in all her beautiful irregularities” (in Designs of Chinese
Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines and Utensils, in the section “Of the Art of
Laying out Gardens among the Chinese”, 1757: 15). This idea becomes more
pronounced in Chambers’s widely influential Dissertation on Oriental Gardening
(1772). See also Lovejoy (1933), Porter (2010b: 37-55), and Min (2018:
89-124).
50
See Alexander Pope, “The Rape of the Lock” in volume II of The Poems of
Alexander Pope (the Twickenham edition, eleven volumes, general editor John
Butt; volume II edited by Geoffrey Tillotson 1966): “Whether the Nymph shall
break Diana’s Law, / Or some frail China Jar receive a Flaw.” (Canto II, lines
105-106); “Not louder Shrieks to pitying Heav’n are cast, / When Husbands or
when Lap-dogs breathe their last, / Or when rich China Vessels, fal’n from high,’
/ In glittering Dust and painted Fragments lie.” (Canto III, lines 157-60).
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intrinsically empty of meaning and value, but all combine to make the modern
woman” (Jenkins 2013: 132-139).
Oliver Goldsmith’s epistolary chinoiserie, The Citizen of the World; or Letters
from a Chinese Philosopher, Residing in London, to his Friends in the East, consists of a
series of fictional letters from a “Chinese philosopher” called Lien Chi Altangi to
his friend Fum Hoam – “first president of the Ceremonial Academy at Pekin”
(Goldsmith 1891: 1-6), writing about his experience in Europe.51 As mentioned
previously in the discussion of Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson’s Letters from John
Chinaman, The Citizen of the World belongs to the tradition of oriental
pseudo-letters, which employs the device of the foreign traveller/observer for
social commentary and satire.52 Letter XIV of The Citizen of the World memorably
recounts Lien Chi Altangi’s visit to an English lady of distinction, who greeted
him with the remark: “What an unusual share of somethingness in his whole
appearance. Lord, how I am charmed with the outlandish cut of his face; how
51

These “Chinese letters” were initially serialized from January 1760 to August
1761 in John Newbery’s journal The Public Ledger, or, Daily Register of Commerce and
Intelligence. A total of 119 letters were published, and the book edition came out
on May 1st 1762. See Arthur Friedman’s introduction to The Citizen of theWorld in
volume II of CollectedWorks of Oliver Goldsmith (1966). Quotations from the letters
are from the 1891 two-volume edition, edited by Austin Dobson.
52
For general surveys of this genre in seventeenth and eighteenth-century
England, see Conant (1908) and Ballaster (1995). Notable examples include
Giovanni Paolo Marana’s LettersWrit by a Turkish Spy (L’espion du Grand-Seigneur,
1684-1694, see McBurney 1957), Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes (1721), George
Lyttelton’s Letters from a Persian in England, to his Friend in Ispahan (1735), and
Lettres chinoises (1739-1740) of the Marquis d’Argens. The immediate predecessor
of Goldsmith’s The Citizen of theWorld is probably Horace Walpole’s pamphlet “A
Letter from Xo Ho, a Chinese Philosopher at London, to his friend Lien Chi, at
Peking” (1757).
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bewitching the exotic breadth of his forehead” (Goldsmith 1891: 51, emphasis in
the original). This lady’s house boasts several “Chinese rooms” where “sprawling
dragons, squatting pagods, and clumsy mandarines, were stuck upon every shelf ”,
and she seems to admire them because these things are “pretty” and “of no use in
the world” (ibid.: 51-52).
In letter XXXIII Lien Chi Altangi suffered ill-treatment at another
gathering. His fashionable hosts and hostesses, having collected all their
knowledge about China from the “fictions everyday propagated here [in England],
under the titles of eastern tales, and oriental histories,” delivered harangues about
all matters Chinese. They disregarded Lien Chi Altangi’s patient protestations,
and dismissed him as a bore and even an imposter when he appeared “rather a
reasonable creature, than an outlandish idiot” (ibid.: 138-144). By turning Lien
Chi Altangi into an “‘original victim’ of Orientalism” whose “essence is only
marginal to his expectation-laden appearance” (Brooks 1993: 127, 136),
Goldsmith directs his satire against “the shallow extravagance of the virtuoso and
the connoisseur in their reception of a newly exoticized East” (Porter 2001: 141;
see also Watt 2006; Min 2018: 125-163).
While Goldsmith adopted the mask of a “Chinese philosopher” and
performed “whiteface” (St. André 2018: 35-58), Charles Lamb lent a more
personal touch to the literary chinoiserie of the time in his essay “Old China”.53
53

“Old China” was originally published in the London Magazine in March 1823. It
belongs to a series of essays published from 1820 to 1824 in the London Magazine,
which were later collected as The Essays of Elia (1823) and The Last Essays of Elia
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Speaking through the voice of his fictional alter ego Elia, Lamb reminisced about
his “almost feminine partiality for old china” and his reveries in “the lucid
atmosphere of fine Cathay”. The blue-and-white china tea-cup presents a “world
before perspective”, where “little, lawless, azure-tinctured grotesques, that,
under the notion of men and women, float about, uncircumscribed by any
element” (Lamb 1903: 247). It is “an Eden, a blissful anarchy before the Fall into
perspective” (Riehl 1993: 47), a “lawless” little world free from the spatial and
temporal constraints of pictorial and narrative realism. While “the distance of
time [had] dimmed the potency of the illusion” and rendered Lamb’s refuge in
this little “Chinese Eden” no longer effectual, he still saw in the china tea-cup “the
possibility of recovering that lost world”, as he created in “Old China” “an
aesthetic structure out of life’s imperfections” (Monsman 1984: 107-108; Riehl
1993: 39-40, 47).
In its bold celebration of surface splendour and the fantastical play of
exotica, the chinoiserie craze subverts the preceding scholarly obsession that
sought in China “a privileged site of linguistic or theological legitimacy” (Porter
2001, 135). The contrast between these two modes of response – “between the
trinkets and the sublimities”, as Waley put it 54 – reveals the heterogeneous
nature of cross-cultural readings of the foreign sign. The Jesuits’ and language
(1833). Quotations from “Old China” are from TheWorks of Charles and Mary Lamb,
in five volumes, edited by E. V. Lucas (1903). For the periodical context of
Lamb’s essays, see Fang (2010: 31-65).
54
See Waley’s review in the Times Literary Supplement of China and Europe:
Intellectual and Artistic Contacts in the Eighteenth Century, by Adolf Reichwein.
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theorists’ reading of China was grounded in a “principle of substantiality” that
envisioned China as “a semiotic universe dominated by hierarchy, historical
rootedness, stability, and control”, and the Chinese written language and
Confucianism were thereby transformed into venerated emblems of “stable,
legitimate forms of representational authority” (Porter 2001: 135-136).
Chinoiserie, in contrast, reverses this interpretive model by dwelling on the very
surface of the foreign sign, treating it not as an inherently meaningful and orderly
system to be deciphered through rationalist explication, but as a motley
collection of exotic superfice, amenable to being flattened out of content and
transformed into decorative fragments unbridled by concerns for cultural
authenticity, and ultimately reassembled into exuberant artifices that please the
viewer’s eyes.
The emergence of the chinoiserie stream of discourse indicates a shift in
the genre and demography of sinographic productions from scholarly treatises to
the more widely circulated literary works in the periodical press (see Fang 2010:
31-65; Min 2018: 125-163), which introduces a layer of frivolity and fancifulness
to the Chinese palimpsest. Appropriating the Chinese sign into the domain of
decorative arts and the marketplace, chinoiserie exhibited a consumerist
aestheticising of China, which deflated and “eviscerated” (see Porter 2001: 136)
the symbols of Chinese cultural authority erected by philosophers and
theologians. The chinoiserie craze emerged with the rise of consumerist ethos
and the rococo style, and a strong classicist backlash soon ensued. Writers and
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critics satirized the degeneration of contemporary taste and admonished against
the unwholesome influence upon the English national character bred by this
mania for foreign fashions, and the shallow materialism and intemperance that
chase after gaudy extravagance in brazen violation of classical principles of
decorum, simplicity, and truthful representation. Notable examples include
William Wycherley’s The Country Wife (1675), William Hatchett’s A Chinese Tale
(1740), the writings of the stalwart champion of classicism Earl of Shaftesbury,
and the periodical pieces in The Connoisseur and The World. Often coded in the
gendered terms of corrupted progeny, female wantonness, and the
contamination of the domestic sphere, such criticisms of “the threat of low
culture” (Alayrac-Fielding 2009) impart a distinct negative valence to ideas about
China.55

55

In her study on the genealogy of “chinoiserie’s relationship to English
subjectivity” in the long eighteenth century, Eugenia Zuroski Jenkins (2013)
shows that “the role things Chinese played in the composition of the subject
underwent a decisive shift from positive to negative”; this shift in the “figurative
properties” of c/China is not “a simple transition from positive to negative, but
rather the chiasmatic movement of a figure that always had two valences” (Jenkins
2013: 12-13). For relevant discussions of the multi-valence of the Chinese sign
and its shifting figuration over the course of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, see also Porter (2001; 2010b) and Kitson (2013).
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B. Reconfiguring

Discursive

Components:

Examples

from

Early

Twentieth-Century Little Magazines
The purveyors, consumers, propagators, and detractors of chinoiserie had
certainly enriched the texture of Western discourses on China. The emergence of
the chinoiserie stream and its confluence with earlier discourses on Chinese
legitimacy offered a more heterogeneous repository of motifs, themes, and
models for transcultural rewriting. As the original socio-cultural contexts of the
chinoiserie craze evolved, sinographers of later periods reused the chinoiserie
intertext and mobilized diverse discursive components for their particular
cultural settings. In the modernist little magazines, chinoiserie poems not only
treat the readers to a dazzling array of Chinese goods; some of them take
chinoiserie as the topic for composition:

Porcelains
There are porcelains a-plenty wrought by skill,
Hard as jade, sweet-toned as a bell,
In a hundred shapes that tradesfolk sell:
Wine-cups, rice-bowls, lanterns, plates,
Tea-pots, snuff-bottles, vases with mates.
There are porcelains a-plenty wrought by skill.

There are porcelains made by no man’s will —
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Miracles, they, of the kiln and fire,
Outwitting dreams, outrunning desire;
Fashioned when genii blew the coals;
Decreed for the reverence of men’s souls.
There are porcelains made by no man’s will.
(Lyon Sharman, “Designs in Chinese Color”,
Poetry, 10.4, July 1917, 179)

This poem by the Canadian poet and scholar Lyon Sharman (1872-1957)
encapsulates the “cultural biography” of porcelain in Britain, and it can be read
alongside other works like Joanna Baillie’s “Lines to a Teapot” (1790) and Hal
Willis’s “Dialogue between Two China Jars” (1839), which recount in vivid detail
the “social lives of things” as they move between different spheres of British
society. British markets and homes were awash with “porcelains a-plenty” in “a
hundred shapes”, and this is not only due to the flourishing of global porcelain
trade, but also the success of domestic manufacturers like Wedgwood and Spode
in the late eighteenth century, who mastered the firing techniques of making
porcelain and developed marketing strategies that enabled wide distribution. The
increased availability of porcelain is an integral part of the industrial and imperial
economy that fostered the growth of consumer society (or the so-called
“consumer revolution”) in eighteenth-century Britain (McKendrick, Brewer, and
Plumb 1982). Consumption of “luxury” and imported goods like sugar, chocolate,
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tea, silk, and porcelain was no longer the privilege of the aristocracy; chinamania
and other forms of conspicuous consumption were filtering down the
socio-economic ladder to the middling classes, who attained greater income and
social mobility.56
The second half of Sharman’s poem harks back to the time when china
was believed to be “[m]iracles … of the kiln and fire”, the prehistory of
porcelain’s descent into mundane household objects. Back in the earliest phase of
contact before chinaware was commodified, writers including Marco Polo, John
Mandeville, Richard Hakluyt, and Mateo Ricci produced a “mythology of
Chinese porcelain” celebrating its “mysterious composition and magical
properties”, which circulated widely in early modern Europe until the
mid-seventeenth century (Degenhardt 2013: 135-136, 144-158; Billings 1997).
This earlier stream in the discursive history of c/China is vividly captured in
Coleridge’s opium-induced vision of the “stately pleasure-dome” and “gardens
bright with sinuous rills,/ Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree” in
Xanadu (“Kubla Khan” 1816).
Chinaware received a darker treatment in the following piece by the
American poet Maxwell Bodenheim (1892-1954), an early Imagist and active
56

Social historians such as Christopher Berry (1994), Maxine Berg (2005), and
Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace (1997) have shown that in eighteenth-century
Britain, conceptions of “luxury” evolved from dangerous extravagance to an
instrument of social progress, and the middle class aspired to various forms of
gentility by emulative spending, which led to shifts in consumer patterns. Karen
Fang offers a reading of Charles Lamb’s “Old China” from this perspective,
arguing that “Old China” articulates an “economic and consumerist model of
imagination” (2003: 817).
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participant in the Chicago Renaissance, described as the “last of the Bohemians,
last of the garret geniuses of Greenwich Village” 57 when he was murdered in
1954:

To Handpainted Chinaware
Distorted ducks, smirking women and potshaped blossoms
Fastened to pale plates, you are dreary symbols of those who painted you.
O ducks, you were made by women
Who sway in and out of the waters of life,
Content to catch morsels of food from birds flying overhead.
And you smirking women, were painted by men
Who unrolled little souls on plates,
Gave them faces which could not quite hide their ugliness . . .
You alone almost baffle me, pot-shaped blossoms —
Were you fashioned by childless women, who made you the infants
Denied them by life?
(Maxwell Bodenheim, The Little Review, 1.8, November 1914, 24)

This piece is more in line with the former of the two discursive streams in
Sharman’s “Porcelains”, and it references the literature of the “willow pattern”
popular in late Romantic and Victorian Britain (O’Hara 1993; Chang 2010:
57

See article titled “The Death of a Bohemian” by Kermit Jaediker, in NewYork
Daily News, 28th February 1954, page 5.
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75-97). Describing the chinoiserie motifs as “ugly” “dreary symbols”, Bodenheim
presents a mock willow pattern with female figures, blossoms, and birds flying
overhead. The parodic use of apostrophe and ekphrasis – commonly employed to
describe works of art, as in Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” and Baillie’s “Lines to
a Teapot”,58 in which china vessels are held as auratic objects – heightens the
lampooning effect. Bodenheim’s mock willow pattern recalls the “empire of
Dullness” where cheaply imitative and mass-produced chinoiserie objects are the
“dreary symbols” of domesticity. 59
Apart from the things Chinese that bedeck these poems, Chinese figures
also populate such chinoiserie compositions: the Chinese emperor as the symbol
of Oriental despotism and paramount authority, the Chinese poet as an aesthete
in pursuit of artistic perfection, the Mandarin who sometimes poses as the
figurine that niddle-noddles on the mantelpiece alongside china josses, the
doll-like lovers on willow-pattern plates, and the Chinese lady whose sorrowful
fate was retold in numerous “Chinese tales”. Like the Chinese objects that are
58

See Behrendt (2005) for a comparative reading of these two ekphrastic poems
of British Romanticism.
59
The “empire of Dullness” comes from Pope’s The Dunciad (1728, 1743).
Pope’s description of the realm of Dullness echoes eighteenth-century
characterizations of Oriental empires, and the poem contains several (albeit
oblique) allusions to China. Pope’s satire joins classicist critique of the
intemperance and unruliness spawned by the chinoiserie craze; this sinophobic
strain in the discourse can take a more imperialist turn, as evinced in Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. Crusoe’s accidental discovery of how to make “earthen
pots” when marooned on a deserted island, and his observations while travelling
in China (recounted in The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe) are symptomatic
of Britain’s economic and imperialist ambitions which aim to rival (and implicitly
negate) Chinese superiority (Liu 1999; Porter 2000; Markley 2006: 177-209).
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metonymic of China, these Chinese figures also participate in the development of
discursive themes related to China. Writers of literary chinoiserie in the
modernist little magazines often create a bricolage out of these motifs and
themes:

Poetics
While two ladies of the Imperial harem held before him a screen of pink
silk, and a P’in Concubine knelt with his ink-slab, Li Po, who was very
drunk, wrote an impassioned poem to the moon.
(Eunice Tietjens, “Chinoiserie”, The Little Review, 3.8, January 1917, 5)

In Cathay
… the Son of Heaven, radiant with youth and power, his yellow k’o-sse
robe woven with the twelve symbols of power, his brow adorned with the
magic emerald carved long ago by his divine ancestors in heaven … Why
does he not rise, and go forth to his dragon-carved throne, and take proud
possession of his state – while the long files approach and fall prostrate
before him, and heap their gifts at his feet?
The Son of Heaven sits motionless in his yellow robe with its
twelve symbols of power, his brow lit green by the magic emerald. Hour
after hour he sits cross-legged, contemplative, while the long procession
waits in the sun.
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For the Son of Heaven is making a poem – a little poem in five
lines which shall give sound and shape to the world.
(Harriet Monroe, Poetry, 6.5, August 1915, 246-247)

Chinese objects, Chinese figures, and Chinese themes – these are the
fragments of Cathay that recur in chinoiserie compositions; like memes
circulating in a cultural discourse, these Chinese topoi are constantly recycled
and redeployed for various cultural purposes.
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3.2

Literary

Chinoiserie,

Transcultural

Imitation,

and

Pseudotranslation: Aspects of Transtextuality

THE PALIMPSEST
There is, in each man’s heart,
Chinese writing
A secret script, a cryptic language:
The strange ideographs of the spirit,
Scribbled over or half erased
By the swift stenography of daily life.
…
The study of this hidden language
Is what I call
Translating from the Chinese.
– Christopher Morley, Translations from the Chinese (1922)

The features described in the preceding sections constitute an important aspect
of the transtextuality of literary chinoiserie, endowing these texts with a family
resemblance that makes them recognizable as belonging to the more general
topos of “China”. The repeated use and development of set motifs and themes
create an internal referentiality in literary chinoiserie, making it an “imitative”
practice in terms of compositional method and genericity. In this section, I will
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further explore the intersections between literary chinoiserie, imitation,
translation, and sinography.

A. Imitation,Translation, and the “Translation-Imitation Spectrum”
Imitation is one of the “most difficult concepts in literary criticism” (Cairns 1979:
121); it has acquired a great diversity of meaning during the course of its history.
Its root traces back to theories of representation (mimesis) in classical antiquity. In
the Platonic dialogues the term encompasses “infinite gradations of meaning and
application” and invites “an excursion through all the reaches of [Plato’s]
philosophy” (McKeon 1936: 10, 16), while in Aristotle’s schematization of the
sciences, imitation is “given a literal meaning and is limited in application to the
works of human art” – art imitates Nature, and imitation is “peculiar to the
processes of art”, serving as the “differentia by which the arts … are
distinguished from nature” (McKeon 1936: 17, 18, 26). Aristotle offered an
implicit response to Plato’s wariness of imitation by associating poetry with the
universals and proposing a theory of catharsis which channels the passions
deemed so dangerous in the Republic.
Running parallel to this philosophic stream in classical antiquity and the
Middle Ages is the use of imitation as an essential pedagogical method in rhetoric.
Students in the rhetorical schools of Greece and Rome studied and imitated the
model speeches of a canon of orators, which was thought to be a morally and
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aesthetically edifying practice (Kennedy 1963: 7, 17-23; Winterbottom 1964;
Terrill 2016). From this rhetorical stream there evolved the dialectic of imitation,
emulation, and invention (Quintilian, Institutio oratoria, see Fantham 1978a,
1978b), and a subtle transition from Aristotelian mimesis to an emphasis on the
persuasive and didactic functions of the imitative arts, or how imitation can serve
to please and instruct the audience (Horace, Ars poetica, see McKeon 1936:
31-33).
These gradations of meaning are crucial to the development of literary
imitation, which is an outgrowth of rhetorical imitation. Literary imitation
merges philosophical discussions about how art is mimetic of the world with the
relationship between literary works and authors, or “the process whereby one
writer consciously or unconsciously borrows from another text”, and the
“significant intertextual echo” created by it (McLaughlin 1995: 5). In Latin
literature imitatio is an “essential element in all literary composition” (Russell
1979: 1), and it constitutes the dynamic principle through which Latin authors
formulate their originality (West and Woodman 1979). Imitation of the language,
style, and genres of classical predecessors became fundamental to the
Renaissance humanists, who relocated elements and models from prior texts to
new historical contexts and thereby entered into dialogues with their
predecessors and contemporaries (see Quint 1983; Moss 1999; Langer 1999).
The theory and practice of literary imitation in the Renaissance affords an
impressive array of analogies for the manifold process of imitation. G. W. Pigman
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III (1980) distinguishes three “versions of imitation” in the Renaissance –
“following”, “(transformative) imitation”, and “emulation or eristic imitation”
(aemulatio) – and furthermore three classes of “analogies, images, and metaphors”
that Renaissance theorists employed to illustrate their positions –
“transformative”, “dissimulative”, and “eristic”. 60 Martin McLaughlin (1995),
focusing on the more specific use of diction and style in the Italian Renaissance,
also delves into the elaborate analogies for literary imitation, while Thomas
Greene (1982), taking a broader view on the larger scale use of imitation,
elucidates four “strategies of humanist imitation” through which literary
meanings are generated (sacramental, eclectic, heuristic, and dialectical, see
especially 38-53).
The series of exercises devised in the humanist schoolroom – translatio,
paraphrasis, imitatio, allusio – places translation and imitation within one spectrum.
These categories are in fact quite fluid, especially when disassociated from the
practices of Renaissance pupils: “[o]nce removed from the classroom, divisions
between the four principal categories are likely to seem arbitrary; parts of many
60

G. W. Pigman III notes that these are “not hard and fast categories with
immutable boundaries” (1980: 32), and the three classes of metaphors and
images “do not strictly correlate with the three types/versions of imitation” (ibid.:
3). These three “versions of imitation” describe the gradations of closeness and
freedom in literary imitation. The transformative class of metaphors includes
“apian, digestive, filial and simian metaphors”. The dissimulative class “refer[s] to
concealing or disguising the relation between text and model” and “the
effacement of resemblance”. Eristic metaphors imply “an open struggle with the
model for pre-eminence, a struggle in which the model must be recognized to
assure the text’s victory”; it often includes “images of struggle, strife, and
completion … overtaking and passing people on roads or paths, in particular
footsteps and leaders” (ibid.: 3-4).
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imitations might well be regarded as translations, while most Renaissance
‘translations’ are already interpretations” (Greene 1982: 51). Edmund Spenser’s
reworking of Du Bellay is a prime example of translations that have prominent
“imitative” features (Melehy 2003), and the works of Ben Jonson illustrate the
gradations of intertextual closeness and freedom, ranging from studious
literalness to creative rewriting (Parfitt 1973; Moul 2006; Peterson 2011).
From this brief account we see that imitation and translation are
intertwined in multiple ways: the use of translation as a pedagogical procedure in
rhetorical schools and grammar schools, the flourishing of translation activities
with humanistic learning and the enrichment of vernacular literature, and the
formation of literary lineage and originality. There are notable similarities
between the abovementioned metaphors for imitation and historical metaphors
for translation. The sartorial metaphor for imitation, for example, is akin to the
prevalent “body/clothes metaphor” in translation discourse (Van Wyke 2014:
17-31), and the elaborate necromantic analogies explicated by Thomas Greene
(1982) are also the favoured topoi for Renaissance translators, who considered
translation essential to the project of renovatio and compared it to the unearthing
of buried treasures and the revival of lost legacy (Worth-Stylianou 1999: 132;
Norton 1974). 61 Developing and expanding the medieval concept of the
translatio studii, Renaissance imitation shares the same discursive field with
61

This latter group (unearthing, revival, resuscitation) belongs to the
“imitation/action” cluster of metaphors described by Celia Martín de León
(2014); it contrasts with the “transfer/container” cluster and the “religious
streams”, which centre on fidelity (Tymoczko 2014).
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translation (Carron 1988; Stierle 1996). Renaissance humanists emphasize the
“creative role of the translator” and invest translation with “the tensions of all
other imitative writing”; their positions on the spectrum of “literalist versus
paraphrastic” approaches to translation often correlate with their general
strategies of imitation (Worth-Stylianou 1999).
Imitation is also of paramount importance to the Augustan neoclassicists
in England. According to Howard D. Weinbrot, “[t]he Imitation” – with the
capital “I” marking its generic specificity – “was one of the major genres of
neoclassic poetry” (1966: 434). This genre evinces an “Imitative spectrum” that
ranges from modernized translations “largely faithful to the original author”62 to
works that “either parallel or differ from an acknowledged model which [the
poet] subordinates to a new poetic intention” (ibid.: 434-435). Weinbrot traces
the genealogy of the Imitation to Restoration parody and “the theory of free
translation made popular by Denham and Cowley and reinforced by Horace’s
famous demand not to translate word for word” (ibid.: 446-447; see also Brooks
1949).
Surveying the tradition of neoclassical Imitation, Leonard A. Moskovit
(1968) distinguishes between “translational imitation” and “creative imitation”,
which correspond to the two ends of the “Imitative spectrum” described by
62

Weinbrot quotes from Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary to illustrate this mode of
Augustan Imitation: “a method of translating looser than paraphrase, in which
modern examples and illustrations are used for ancient, or domestick for
foreign”. He further notes that Johnson was right in “regarding the Imitation as a
species of translation; it seems in part to be an outgrowth of the theory of free
translation made popular by Denham and Cowley” (Weinbrot 1966: 434).
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Weinbrot. Moskovit describes “translational imitation” as the “recreating in
modern English terms the essential meaning of some ancient or foreign poem,
thereby producing in the reader (especially one unable to read with fluency the
language of the original) a freshness or liveliness of response not possible by
means of a strict translation”; the “essential meaning of the original remains the
same, and therefore no specific gain in meaning results from – or is intended to
result from – comparison with the original” (Moskovit 1968: 446). Moskovit
quotes from the works of Thomas Sprat and John Oldham, which illustrate
varying degrees of freedom (and hence closeness to the more creative form of
Imitation), as examples in this category. On the other hand, in “creative
imitation”, the imitator “aims not so much at lively translation as at the creation,
with the aid of his original, of a largely new meaning, application, or effect”.
Creative imitations are not “designed to stand alone or to replace the original”;
instead they “achieve some specific gain in allusive meaning or effect when read
in conjunction with their original. Thus a partly and sometimes wholly new
poem is fashioned on the basis of an ancient or foreign one” (ibid.: 449). The
works of Jonathan Swift, Earl of Rochester, Matthew Prior, and William Diaper
are quoted by Moskovit as examples of creative imitation.
The works of neoclassical imitators amalgamate these compositional
elements, and the most artful of them often create ingenious interplay between a
range of techniques: Alexander Pope’s Imitations of Horace, while being “primarily
creative”, often “manage at the same time to give a translational effect, thereby
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achieving more successfully their didactic and satiric aims” and “creatively
advancing new meanings under the superficial guise of translational fidelity”
(Moskovit 1968: 445, 462). Some of the important neoclassical Imitators are also
pioneering translation theorists, as we might call them today. One notable
representative is John Dryden, who proposed the tripartite division between
metaphrase, paraphrase, and imitation. These categories had deep historical roots
in classical rhetoric and theories of translation, and, as yet another indication of
the complex imbrications between various manners of translation/rewriting,
they are not compartmentalized categories, but tend to merge in practice (Belle
2011; Hopkins 2014).
Imitation, from classical to neoclassical times, emanates from the theory
and practice of translation, and the two had since been closely intertwined in the
course of their development. It can be said that the translational and the imitative
infiltrate one another, and the “Imitative spectrum” affords fertile ground for
exploring the intersection between these transtextual modes. In contrast to the
historical centrality of imitation in the theory and practice of literary translation,
however, the idea of imitation has paled into insignificance in modern-day
translation discourse. The rise of Romanticism and “expressive theories” in
literary criticism (Abrams 1953), with the shifted emphasis on originality,
imagination, and a holistic vision that merges the subject and object/nature, had
led to the eclipse of the mimetic poetics underpinning imitation. The waning of
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imitatio in contemporary translation discourse is thus a reflection of the evolving
canons of literary criticism.
In recent decades, translation studies has seen concerted efforts in
reconceptualising the very idea of “translation” and redefining the boundaries of
its (inter)disciplinary enquiry. This work is carried out in multiple directions –
scholars have tried to unearth the historical specificities of concepts related to
translation, thereby enriching our understanding of the formation of “translation
knowledge” (D’hulst and Gambier 2018) in different historical contexts; the
implicit “Eurocentrism” of translation studies (van Doorslaer 2012; van
Doorslaer and Flynn 2013) has been queried by scholars who delve into the
richness of other translation traditions to reveal alternative conceptual models
and a more pluralized “world atlas” of translation (Gambier and Stecconi 2019).
The refining of disciplinary particulars complements interdisciplinary endeavours,
which greatly enlarge the scope of translation studies, introducing new subjects
and methodological frameworks.
In view of these recent developments, wouldn’t it be worthwhile to revisit
“imitation”, a term that had been at the heart of the vibrant translation cultures
of Europe for centuries but somehow drifted to the periphery in modern-day
discussions of translation? As a historical category, imitation would help us
comprehend the multiplicity of translation practices across the ages, and its
falling out of favour does not preclude its wider applicability to translation
practices that lie beyond its cultural and historical provenance. In his analysis of
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literary imitation in early modern England and postmodern Japanese pastiches of
Chinese classics, Leo Tak-hung Chan (2017) has introduced the idea of “a
translation-imitation spectrum”. Chan notes that since translation studies has
moved beyond the narrow confines of source-oriented approaches, the “betrayal
of the original text” and “the radicalness of the transformation” involved in
imitation shall not pose hindrances to its re-admittance into a more prominent
place in contemporary translation theory (ibid.: 11). The potential of reviving
“imitation” as a methodological perspective on transtextual practices is further
explored in Chan’s forthcoming monograph, Western Theory in East Asian Contexts:
Translation and Transtextual Rewriting, in which he situates the triple focus of his
study – free translation, adaptation, and imitation – within a framework of
“textual evolution” (2020: Introduction). 63
With the advent of poststructuralist theories of textuality, literary
criticism underwent another realignment of critical models. The metaphysics of
presence implicit in traditional conceptions of mimesis gave way to a
constructivist understanding of language, which challenged the transparency of
language as a medium of representation. The relation of correspondence between
63

As Chan points out, there is a complicated terminological and conceptual
muddle pertaining to these, and many other, kindred terms. The indiscriminate
use of “adaptation” as a common term for any “changes” that occur in the
interchange between languages, media, and cultures has led to much confusion
and the further eclipse of “imitation”. More theoretically rigorous applications of
these terms are thus essential to “clarify[ing] the varied enactments of alternative
forms of translation” beyond the traditional “fidelity principle”. Chan employs the
“sibling” metaphor and a “difference-within-similarity schema” to describe “the
comparability as well as discrepancy” between the transtextual triplet in his study
(2020: Introduction).
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mimesis and its “object” (or the “original”) became thus problematized: for the
deconstructionists, representation is the groundless “play of substitutions”
haunted by différance (Derrida 1978: 289), “an ambivalent process that implies
the absence of what is being made present again” (de Man 1983: 123). The
displacement of the transcendent referent/origin(al) thereby undermines
Romantic ideas of autonomy, originality, and genius, for texts are fragments
fraught with illimitable references to other texts, and all utterances are always
already enmeshed in webs of intertextuality, refusing the closure of meaning and
subjected to the endless “chain of differing and deferring substitutions” (Derrida
1982: 26). The “Romantic ideology of the solitary originator” (Greetham 1992:
xiii) is supplanted by the socio-historically over-determined “author-function”
(Foucault 1969/1977); what was regarded as autonomous creation or
authoritative, “originary moment” becomes a knot in the “new interweaving of
past quotations” (Barthes 1968, quoted from Carron 1988).
Such radical revisions challenge the fundamentals of traditional
conceptions about translation: the hierarchy of the original/author and the
translation/translator becomes destabilized, the myth of faithfulness, equivalence,
and transparent transfer of meaning is being dissolved, and dichotomies like
source versus target, free versus literal are being problematized.64 Texts “in the
64

Andrew Chesterman (1995/2016) describes some of these as “translation
supermemes” due to their pervasiveness; see also Vermeer (1997). The fortunes
of these translation supermemes offer insights into the evolution of translation
theory. For discussions of the intersection between deconstruction,
poststructuralism, and translation theory, see Florentsen (1994), Davis (2001),
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second degree” are no longer considered secondary and not worthy of interest –
their very “derivativeness” alerts us to the intertextual embeddedness of all texts
and the “open, inexhaustible weave” of traces (Davis 2001: 23-24) that constitute
meaning.
With these new developments in mind, we see that imitation and
translation are not only inseparable from a historical perspective; they both
accentuate “the iterability of the trace” (Derrida 1992: 63) across temporal,
spatial, cultural, and contextual boundaries. As a heuristic category that describes
a relatively free method of translation or rewriting, which plays with some form
of intertextual linkage with other texts via transposition of textual elements and
models, imitation can elucidate many transtextual and transmedial practices:
from the “antiquarianism and primitivism” of the early Romantics (Wimsatt 1970:
226), to the birth of the “autochthonous novel” in mid-nineteenth-century Spain
through appropriating French models (Martí-López 2002), modern adaptations
(graphic novel and film) of Tristram Shandy (Seager 2018), the various aspects of
“derivational poetics” in classical Chinese literature (Kao 1985), and Japanese
pastiches of The Journey to the West, where this Chinese classic is “torn apart, and
the broken pieces are selected and meshed with other elements in a new (visual)
format” (Chan 2017: 11).

and Koskinen (1994; 2018).
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B. Literary Chinoiserie as Transcultural Imitation
In light of the above, literary chinoiserie can also be understood as a form of
imitative practice. China has been viewed as the exemplar of radical difference
and foreignness, and the cultural distance that imitators of “China” traverse gives
literary chinoiserie its particular features. It can be said that literary chinoiserie is
a kind of imitation with the transcultural writ large, where pastiche, bricolage,
and other eclectic methods of composition are the predominant transtextual
modes, and exoticism the oft-desired effect. While anachronism and eclecticism
inhere in most forms of imitative practice, the creators and readers of literary
chinoiserie disregard cultural authenticity with greater abandon. When coupled
with age-old narratives about the fantastical, “topsy-turvy” Orient, the
unfamiliarity of China becomes the ground on which transcultural mosaics are
made from disparate elements, and creators and readers alike revel in
imaginative play. Such cultural effacement and eclecticism are qualities particular
to this mode of transcultural rewriting – just as the chinoiserie style intermingles
purportedly “Chinese” elements, the vaguely “Oriental” and “exotic”, and the
Gothic and rococo, literary chinoiserie does not dwell upon the finer distinctions
between cultural provenance.
While those who compose literary chinoiserie usually take a general
interest in China, most of them are not learned sinologists well-versed in the
country’s language and textual tradition. This feature distinguishes them from the
literary imitators of classical and neoclassical times, whose imitative art depends
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on extensive knowledge of the imitated tradition. A shared erudition and
meticulousness between the author and the reader is essential to the wit and
pleasure of (neo)classical Imitation.65 In comparison the “subtext” of literary
chinoiserie is often elusive and inchoate – it draws upon a more variegated
“imitated corpus” (to borrow a term from Genette 1982/1997: 83), which
includes textual sources like translations and general works on China, and the
equally important visual and aural means of contact with China’s material culture
and Chinese speech, all of these interacting with free-floating ideas and motifs in
the larger discourse on “the Orient”.
In Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree, Gérard Genette (1982/1997)
attempted the tour de force of classifying “types of transtextual relationships”, in
particular the different genres of “hypertextuality” (1-10). He pointed out that
imitations are done “indirectly” and based on the “idiolect” of the “hypotext” – “to
imitate is to generalize”, which involves identifying the hypotext’s “specific
stylistic and thematic features” and treating it “as a model, as a genre” (83-85, see
also 5-7).66 The imitative mode of literary chinoiserie also operates in such
65

This is particularly true with “the more creative form of Imitation” (as
distinguished from Imitation as modernized translation) described by Weinbrot
(1966).
66
It needs to be noted that here, as is the case with my use of the “imitated
corpus” above, I draw upon insights from Genette’s discussion, while not
following his classification of the various genres. In Genette’s taxonomy,
“imitation” as a specific hypertextual genre has a narrower application. Based on
the structural and functional (what he later called “moods”) features of these
genres, Genette drew a distinction between “transformation” (parody, travesty,
transposition) and “imitation” (pastiche, caricature, forgery); see pages 24-30 of
Palimpsests for Genette’s maps of the “territory of hypertextual practices”.
144

indirect terms by relying on generalized motifs, themes, formal features, and
other common discursive components to create an effect of Chineseness. The
intertextual cohesiveness of the genre is sustained by such generalized
resemblance, which makes these pieces recognizable as belonging to the topos of
“China”. In this light we can better understand Allen Upward’s remark to the
young Ezra Pound, who mistook Upward’s chinoiserie poems for translations of
genuine Chinese originals, that they were actually made up from some “Chinese
reminiscences”. As the above discussion tries to show, these chinoiserie poems
evoke the China of memory through (re)collecting the familiar exotics of “the
China as we know it”, to borrow T. S. Eliot’s phrase again. The efficacy of these
compositions depends on a shared ignorance, or acquiescence to the elision of
subtle nuances that characterize in-depth cultural knowledge. This also explains
the self-referentiality and repetitiveness of literary chinoiserie as a genre, its
referent (“China”, “Chinese literature”, “Chinese people” etc.) slipping between
the representational/citational and the “real”/referential, the imitative gesture
directed towards the interior of the genre while pointing to an entity outside of
it.

“Translation” also has a more restricted application in Genette’s terminology – it
is a subcategory of “transposition”, or “serious transformation” (214-218). While
Genette made an effort to delineate the distinctions between these hypertextual
genres, he also noted that his classifications are not compartmentalised. They are
not “separate and absolute categories without any reciprocal contact or
overlapping”; instead they describe “dominant characteristics” and inventories of
“basic procedures” (7-10, 212-214).
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The porous boundary between the inside and the outside of
representation means that literary chinoiserie is not only imitative in its generic
feature of reusing set motifs and models, but also in a transcultural sense. By
styling itself as Chinese, it also imitates “Chinese characteristics”: China being a
civilization of constraint and stagnation, the Chinese being trapped in ceremonial
trivialities and reverence for their own tradition, the Chinese being strange and
indecipherable (oftentimes symbolized by the enigmatic Chinese written
character), the mandarin as the stern patriarch, the Chinese lady as the delicate,
lovelorn tragic heroine. Especially in pieces that feature Chinese characters, we
hear Chinese voices mimicked, see Chinese manners imitated (in emulation,
caricature, lampoon, etc.), and these impersonations can be described as types of
“cross-identity performance” (St. André 2018) according to the various
techniques and attitudes involved. These performances of Chineseness, coupled
with the compositional methods of literary chinoiserie, reiterate and perpetuate
cultural (stereo)types about China. Thus involved in the formation of knowledge
about the cultural other, literary chinoiserie is at once transcultural imitation and
imitative sinography, and every performance of it carries imagological
significance.
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C. The Pseudotranslational
Among the examples of literary chinoiserie discussed in the previous section,
some distinctions can be made in terms of their discursive relation to China.
Some of them are, as it were, endogenous creations of English literary culture
while relating to China metatextually, 67 by speaking about it, commenting on it,
and via troping. The abovementioned examples from Pope, Lamb, and the two
chinoiserie poems by Sharman and Bodenheim belong to this group. The other
category assumes the appearance of coming from the “outside”: adopting the
mask of foreignness and speaking through the voice of the Chinese other, their
primary mode of representation is mimetic. The Chinese tales, the epistolary
chinoiserie of Goldsmith and Dickinson, and the “Chinese leaves” of Upward
belong to this latter category. That some of these pseudo-Chinese compositions
were taken to be genuine – Dickinson’s Letters from John Chinaman was for some
time believed to be authentic, and Pound, together with the editors of Poetry,
mistook Upward’s chinoiserie compositions for translations of genuine Chinese
poems – bespeaks their dissimulative effect, though not always intended by the
creator.
This potential to “pass as” authentic translations from the Chinese brings
into view the issue of pseudotranslation. Familiar definitions describe
pseudotranslations as “texts which have been presented as translations with no
67

Here I follow Genette’s (1982/1997) use of the term “metatextual”/
“metatextuality”.
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corresponding source texts in other languages ever having existed – hence no
factual ‘transfer operations’ and translation relationships” (Toury 1995: 40), or
“texts that are regarded as translations in the target culture although they lack a
corresponding source text in any foreign culture” (Gürçağlar 2014: 516). Most
studies of pseudotranslation focus on cases where extensive paratextual and
bibliographic devices are employed for authenticating effects.
Analyses of such “serious” forgeries of translation (to use Genette’s
description again) usually highlight “the exposure of fraudulent translation” and
“the drama of revelation” (Apter 2005: 161). Classic examples include James
Macpherson’s Fragments of Ancient Poetry, Collected in the Highlands of Scotland, and
Translated from the Galic or Erse Language (1760, commonly known as the Ossian
poems); Arno Holz and Johannes Schlaf’s Papa Hamlet (1889), alleged to be
translations from the Norwegian of one Bjarne P. Holmsen, and Pierre Louÿs’s
Les Chansons de Bilitis, traduites du grec pour la première fois par P. L. (1894), which
comes complete with a story of the discovery of the manuscript by a German
philologist during an archaeological excavation in Cypress. One of the most
(in)famous pseudotranslations in the early twentieth century related to China is
“The Diary of his Excellency Ching Shan” 景善日記, included as a chapter in
the widely circulated China Under the Empress Dowager by J. O. P. Bland and
Edmund Backhouse (1910). It is presented as a translation of the imperial
Comptroller’s diary, discovered by Backhouse “in the private study of Ching
Shan’s house” amidst the lootings following the Boxer Rebellion (Bland and
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Backhouse 1910: 251-252). The British Library holds the (pseudo)original to this
translation and an account of Backhouse’s discovery of the diary. Scholars had
treated these as important historical documents until the forgery was gradually
exposed in subsequent decades (see Trevor-Roper 1977; Ding 1983; Hung 1999:
181-206).
Yet the question of what exactly constitutes the absence of “corresponding
source texts” might elude the prowess of literary detective work. The
poststructuralist understanding of text/textuality implies that all texts are
intertexts, and no texts are self-generated, autonomous, and hence “without a
source”. The transfer operation in translation is not confined to tangible entities
with clearly drawn contours (a certain poem, essay, or a particular edition of a
book, for instance), but rather involves what Derrida called “writing”, which is
amorphous and multilayered, and blurs the boundaries between text/context,
the linguistic/non-linguistic.
The upsurge of pseudotranslations often relies on the influx of
information and scholarly works (most importantly translations) on foreign
cultures. 68 Pseudotranslation can take the form of exemplary intertextual
engagement. It can be practiced by the most learned and authoritative of scholars
– William Jones, for example, composed several Hymns to Hindu deities during
1784 to 1789 (Rangarajan 2014: 25-28, 98-110; Johnson 2011). It can be
68

Srinivas Aravamudan’s classic study, Enlightenment Orientalism: Resisting the Rise
of the Novel (2012), explores this link between literary Orientalism and academic
Orientalism by focusing on the rise of eighteenth-century Oriental tales, which
contain important elements of pseudotranslation and pseudoanthropology.
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equipped with prodigious “paratextual armaments”, as in Robert Southey’s The
Curse of Kehama (1810, see Rangarajan 2014: 29-20, 43-50), which is filled with
“literary footnotes” (Leask 1998) that overwhelm the narrative and try to bridge
the gap between the fantasy and factuality of the Orient.
Following recent efforts in rehabilitating Macpherson’s Ossian poems from
the scandal of falsification and scholarly neglect (e.g., Stafford 1988; Stafford and
Gaskill 1998), Gauti Kristmannsson (2017) argues that the Ossian poems are not
“pseudotranslations” in Toury’s sense of the word because, although lacking a
clearly identifiable original, Macpherson drew from a diffuse corpus of the
ancient ballad tradition and utilized both manuscripts and oral materials for his
“creative imitation”. In a similar vein, Kenneth Rexroth’s “Marichiko” poems, in
which he introduced the voice of the Japanese poetess, “Marichiko”, can be
traced to the poems of Yosano Akiko 与謝野晶子 (1878–1942), which
Rexroth translated (Rexroth 1974a; 1974b; 1978; and Gibson 1986: 84). Some
pseudotranslations incorporate extracts from real translations, as in the following
chinoiserie poem by Ezra Pound:

EPITAPHS.
FU I.
‘‘ Fu I loved the green hills and the white clouds,
Alas, he died of drink.”
LI PO.
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And Li Po also died drunk.
He tried to embrace a moon
In the yellow river.
(Ezra Pound, Blast, 1, 20th June 1914, 48)

The first of these “epitaphs” is quoted verbatim from Giles’s A History of Chinese
Literature, while the second derives from a passage in Giles’s description of Li Po
(1901: 135, 153). Pound played with the demarcation between the real and the
forged by reframing Giles’s translation within the avant-garde aesthetic codes of
Blast, the organ of the Vorticist movement. The “absence of corresponding source
texts” thesis is, therefore, not always tenable when examining the modalities of
the pseudotranslational, and what is labelled as a “pseudotranslation” can have
significant affinity with imitation. This also relates to the demystification of the
Romantic legacy of origin discussed above – by “de-sacralizing the orgin(al)”, “we
blur the boundary that had once separated pseudo-translations from ‘authentic’
translations, bringing a greater variety of cultural phenomena into the orbit of
Translation Studies” (Baer 2017).
According to Julio-César Santoyo, distinctions can be made between
“implicit or opaque pseudotranslations (implicita) whose status as pseudotranslations needs to be inferred” and “explicit or transparent pseudotranslations
(explicita)” (quoted from Vanacker and Toremans 2016: 28). The former category
includes works that do not carry ostensible markers that signal them as
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translations, but nonetheless partake of the pseudotranslational, sometimes
involving what Susan Bassnett (1998) calls the “collusion between the readers and
writers”. In cases where the label “translation” is used (and hence belonging to
the latter category), readers may be familiar enough with the convention of the
genre to know that “translation” is a literary device employed by the author
without the intention to dissimulate.
With

its

potential

in

unravelling

the

problematics

of

translation/original(ity) and the indeterminacy of authorial intent and readerly
response, pseudotranslation marks the liminal space of translation. If what has
been labelled as “pseudotranslation” performs the (imagined) original in a
broadly mimetic gesture with reference to a more variegated and copious set of
subtexts (the “imitated corpus” discussed in the previous section), and
considering the fact that “translations” are rarely literal in the absolute sense, and
cultural transference takes place on multiple levels beyond textual confines,
wouldn’t the pseudotranslational be more pervasive than we tend to think?69
Seen as a mode of “simulated originality” and “textual reproduction”
(Apter 2005: 161), pseudotranslation involves the inscription of imagined
69

This can be related to the series of questions raised by Emily Apter (2005:
160): “… if a translation is not a form of textual predicate, indexically pointing
to a primary text, then what is it? Can a literary technology of reproduction that
has sublated its origin still be considered a translation? Or should it be
considered the premier illustration of translational ontology, insofar as it reveals
the extent to which all translations are unreliable transmitters of the original, a
regime, that is, of extreme untruth?” See also Bassnett (1998), Baer (2017), and
St. André (2018) for discussions of how the pseudotranslational complicates the
very idea of “translation” and fruitfully expands the purview of translation
studies.
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original(s) and the invention of hypertextuality, and it thus parallels the double
structure of transcultural imitation. The invention of hypertextuality imparts
metafictional and metatranslational qualities to pseudotranslation, which unmask
the artificiality of the literary form and encourage an open hermeneutic process
that unsettles the translational illusion (Waugh 1984: 6). Pseudotranslations often
reveal (and sometimes reinforce) the existing conventions of a genre and the
mechanisms of the literary field, while carving out a space for innovation via
creative play. The celebrated example of Don Quixote (1605, 1615) illustrates how
pseudotranslation as a literary device mobilizes metafictional discourses and
thereby contributes to the formation of the modern novel via “fictions of
translation”. 70 Toury’s early studies point out that “pseudotranslations are in a
position to give us a fairly good idea as to the notions shared by the members of
the target-language community as to the most conspicuous characteristics of
genuine translations” (Toury 1984: 84), and they offer “a convenient and
relatively safe way” of “introducing novelties into a culture” (Toury 1995: 48).71
70

There has been increasing scholarly interest in what is called the “fictions of
translation” or “transfiction”. Edited volumes like Fictionalising Translation and
Multilingualism (special issue of Linguistica Antverpiensia No. 4, 2005, edited by
Dirk Delabastita and Rainier Grutman), Transfiction: Research into the Realities of
Translation Fiction (Kaindl and Spitzl 2014), and The Fictions of Translation
(Woodsworth 2018) all include discussions of pseudotranslation. Thomas O.
Beebee (2012), who coined the term “transmesis” – a conjunction of translation
and mimesis, denoting “the mimetic treatment of … the translational process”
and “the question of how to represent multilingual realities in literature” – points
out its affinity with pseudotranslation (3, 11-13).
71
The transformative dynamic created by pseudotranslation and its role in
establishing authorial prestige have been extensively studied, see for instance
Toury (2005), Rambelli (2006), Gürçağlar (2010), and Pan (2011).
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The elements of “autoreferentiality” (Vanacker and Toremans 2016) and play are
therefore essential to pseudotranslation.
The genre that recurrently employs the conceit of translation as a literary
device is the oriental tale, which had its heyday in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, when it was “immensely popular, devoured especially by
French and British reading publics” (Aravamudan 2012a: 4; see also Leask 1996;
Ballaster 2005). The Chinese tale is a subgenre of the oriental tale. Notable
examples include Eliza Haywood’s Adventures of Eovaai, Princess of Ijaveo: A
Pre-adamitical History (1736), 72 and William Hatchett’s A Chinese Tale: Written
originally by that Prior of China, the facetious Sou ma Quang, a Celebrated Mandarine of
Letters; ... First translated by a famous Missionary: and now re-translated by a Society of
Linguists (1740). Pseudotranslation in the oriental tale can offer “a fiction posing
as Oriental reality” by emphasizing “translative guise”, and “presume to convey
cultural truths by wedding fiction to botany, medicine, geography, religion, and
anthropology” (Rangarajan 2014: 27-28). On the other hand, pseudotranslation
as a generic device can be exploited as the very butt of parody, as in the following
extract from a mock willow-pattern tale, “A True History of the Celebrated
Wedgewood Hieroglyph, Commonly Called the Willow Pattern”, written by
Mark Lemon (1838):

72

The subtitle of Haywood’s work indicates a complex history of translation:
“Written originally in the Language of Nature ... First translated into Chinese, at
the command of the Emperor, by a Cabal of Seventy Philosophers; and now
retranslated into English, by the Son of a Mandarin, residing in London”.
154

I cannot convey to you the melody to which the following stanza was
originally sung. The thoughts are beautifully expressed in the original, but, as
is generally the case, have suffered much in the translation.
CE-RA-NA-DE.
(Original.)
“O-re ye-wi-te Slo-flo
Ic om-to mi Si-so
Sha min-ye ni-tin-ga le-s-ong-in ye-gro-fe
Op-in ye-lat-ti-ce
He-re me-o Tha-tis
I-fu-ra wa-kei-f no-twa-ken mi-lofe.”

(Translation.)
“O’er the white Slo-flo
I come to my Si-so,
Shaming the nightingale’s song in the grove.
Open the lattice,
Hear me – oh! that is,
If you’re awake: if not, waken, my love.”
Such was the nightly song of Ting-a-ting!
(Lemon 1838: 63-64)
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In addition to parodying the ubiquitous willow-pattern tale (and indeed the
willow pattern itself) in Britain, this “Serenade” of “Ting-a-ting” also caricatures
stereotypical conceptions of the seemingly nonsensical sing-song quality of
Chinese speech. This brings us to another dimension of the pseudotranslational:
its role in the formation of cultural (stereo)types.
In his influential study of eighteenth-century oriental tales, Srinivas
Aravamudan (2012a) proposes the term “Enlightenment Orientalism” to describe
a “fictional mode for dreaming with the Orient – dreaming with it by
constructing and translating fictions about it, pluralizing views of it, inventing it,
by reimagining it, unsettling its meaning, brooding over it”, a “discipline by
which European culture was able to manage – and even produce – both the novel
and the Orient politically, sociologically, ideologically, and imaginatively during
the post-Enlightenment period” (8).73 Building on Aravamudan’s insights and
our previous discussion of transcultural imitation, we see that the
pseudotranslational is a mode of constructing and disseminating cultural
73

Here Aravamudan engages critically with Said’s classic (and more monolithic)
definition of Orientalism: “Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the
corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – dealing with it by making
statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling
it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating,
restructuring, and having authority over the Orient. … My contention is that
without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly understand
the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to
manage – and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily,
ideologically, scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment
period” (Said 1978: 3). Aravamudan argues that Enlightenment Orientalism presents
“a transcultural, cosmopolitan, and Enlightenment-inflected Orientalism”, an
“alternative strain before ‘Saidian’ Orientalism came about” (2012a: 3).
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knowledge about the “other”, be it through the perpetuation and caricature of
cultural stereotypes, or the more transformative and dialogic processes of
performing alterity. What characterizes the pseudotranslational is the “invention
of a fictitious origin”, and this origin “does not necessarily take the shape of an
original text, but can also signal the imaginary presence of an original language
or culture” (Vanacker and Toremans 2016: 29).
By creating a mimetic illusion of translated otherness, the
pseudotranslational carries imagological (and sinographic) implications. The
techniques of transcultural imitation are employed in the making of
pseudotranslations, and the “imitated corpus” of transcultural imitation serves as
the fabric with which the “pseudo-original” is manufactured. The
pseudotranslational is another mode of “polytexting”, and it contributes to the
simulacrum of “proliferating textualities” (Voigts-Virchow 2014) that cluster
around the idea of China, which is the malleable and yet vaguely discernible
referent, the decentred and pluralized “origin” of the “aggregate China”.
To wind up this chapter, I will discuss two early twentieth-century
examples which illustrate the transformative potential of pseudotranslations.
Intended as a “mild burlesque” of “the vers libre epidemic” and the devotees of
“Oriental poem-forms”, the American writer Christopher Morley (1890-1957)
published in the late 1910s some “translations” from the Chinese, under the
pseudonym John Cavendish. Credulous readers were so taken with these
“translations” that letters began to arrive, asking, “What about these
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translations? … Where can one learn more about Chinese poetry?” (Morley 1922:
vii-viii) Partly to “satisfy the demand” and partly to demystify this façade of
translation, Morley went on to compose more pseudotranslations in a collection
titled Hide and Seek (1920). He added pseudo-biographical notes of the Chinese
poets included in the collection – “No Sho”, “P’ur Fish”, “Po Lil Chile”, etc.,
“done in such a vein that not even the gravest follower of the spurious Cavendish
could mistake the intention” (Morley 1922: viii).
What is interesting about Morley’s playful exercise in burlesque
pseudotranslation is that it had soon grown into something more serious and
introspective:

Little by little my Chinese sages began to coalesce and assume a voice of
their own. I became not their creator but their stenographer. I began to feel a
certain respect and affection for the “Old Mandarin” who was dimly
emerging as their Oriental spokesman. I began to realize that the mind
speaks many languages, and some of its sudden intuitions and exclamations
are truly as enigmatic to us as Chinese writing. We all like to imagine that
somewhere, in some far-away Orient of our spirit, there is a philosophy and
a Way (as Lao-Tse would say) that views with smiling bland composure the
sad antics of men under the pressure of conflicting desires. In all hearts there
is this lurking minified Mandarin whose mockery is more potent because it is
serene and hopeless.
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(Morley 1922: viii-ix)

So this “Old Mandarin” of fictitious origin had gradually become “a very
real Familiar”. Morley continued this interior dialogue with his phantom friend,
whose “dialect is often of a sort not found in the glossaries within [our] reach”
and whose “principles of judgment are so opposite to those on which most of us
establish our daily conduct”. This “unsettling phantom” ultimately became
Morley’s alter ego – together, they inspect the “sad antics of men” and “the
human panorama”. Giving voice to this inner “Old Mandarin” of his became for
Morley the translation of the “celestial inscriptions” of the human heart (Morley
1922: ix-xi, 19; see also Morley 1933; 1947).
In later years, Morley was known to his family and intimate friends as the
“Old Mandarin”, or “O. M.” (Bracker 1965: 24). Morley’s “Chinese translations”
illustrate how pseudotranslational practices enable the dialogic interplay between
multiple voices and the process of self-othering. Pseudotranslation creates sites of
liminality, where the boundaries between the fictive and the authentic, the past
and present, the other and the self come to be unsettled and redrawn.
I have discussed in section 3.1 examples from Allen Upward’s two series
of chinoiserie poems – “Scented Leaves – from a Chinese Jar” (which Pound and
others mistook for translations of authentic Chinese originals), and “Chinese
Lanterns”. Upward also included in these series several pieces that appear to
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imitate ancient Chinese philosophers. The following, for example, reads like a
dialogue between Confucius and his disciples:

THE ESTUARY
Some one complained to the Master, “After many lessons I do not fully
understand your doctrine.” In response the Master pointed to the tide in the
mouth of the river, and asked, “How wide is the sea in this place?”
(Allen Upward, “Scented Leaves – from a Chinese Jar”, Poetry, 2.6,
September 1913, 193)

And the following enigmatic pieces resemble the parables of Zhuangzi:

THE POTTER
A potter, who was creating the world, threw from him what seemed to
him a useless lump of clay, and found that he had thrown away his left hand.
(Allen Upward, “Scented Leaves – from a Chinese Jar”, Poetry, 2.6,
September 1913, 196)

THE COFFIN.
A rich merchant, irritated by the poverty of the sublime Meng, taunted
him with not even having a coffin. He answered: “I will be buried in the
earth.”
160

(Allen Upward, “Chinese Lanterns”, The Egoist, 1.10, 15th May 1914, 181)

Are these allusions to Oscar Wilde’s reading of “Chuang Tsu the wise”, the
“Chinese Sage” who revealed “the uselessness of all useful things”, and that “the
accumulation of wealth is … the origin of evil” and “there is such a thing as
leaving mankind alone; there is no such thing as governing mankind” (Wilde
1891a: 182; 1890; 1891b: 301)? 74
In themselves, these compositions read like variations on the theme of the
strangeness and inscrutability of Chinese worldviews in Western eyes. Yet if we
take into consideration modernism’s “original sites of production” (Bornstein
2001: 1-2), Upward’s performance of Chinese alterity reveals added layers of
transcultural significance. The medium of the modernist little magazine, with its
specific bibliographic and contextual codes (ibid.: 5-9), is essential in the
formulation of Upward’s brand of imitative sinography.
Despite their great diversity in aesthetic and political orientations, the
modernist little magazines are characterized by the self-appointed mission of
championing the “new” and an energy for challenging orthodoxies. Adopting
heterodoxic positions in the cultural field, they function as vehicles for

74

Pound composed a similar piece in imitation of Zhuangzi, “Ancient Wisdom,
rather cosmic”: “So-Shu dreamed,/ And having dreamed that he was a bird, a bee,
and a butterfly,/ He was uncertain why he should try to feel like anything else,/
Hence his contentment.” (Blast, 2, July 1915, 22). “So-Shu” is the Japanese
transliteration of Zhuang Zhou 莊周. It also appears in Pound’s other poems;
see Miyake (1977), Park (2020: 187-192).
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innovation and intervention. The Egoist, in which Upward’s chinoiserie poems
were published, is an exemplary case of the modernist little magazines’ affiliation
with

“emergent”

cultural

practices

(Williams

1977: 121-126)

and

“counter-public spheres” (Morrison 1997; 2001: 84-132). The Egoist’s previous
incarnations are The Freewoman and The New Freewoman, founded by the suffragist
Dora Marsden (1882-1960), who sought to create an organ for discussing wider
feminist issues beyond the suffrage question. The 15th December 1913 issue of
The New Freewoman announced that the magazine will be renamed The Egoist,
taking its title from Max Stirner’s The Ego and His Own (1844), in an attempt to
better define its philosophy of individualistic anarchism. 75
This transition to The Egoist phase was marked by a shift of emphasis from
political debate to philosophic discussion and literary experiment, with
important modernist figures like Rebecca West, Ezra Pound, Richard Aldington,

75

The changing of titles followed financial difficulties and Marsden’s break with
militant suffragism. In a series of editorials Marsden expounded The New
Freewoman’s denunciation of “causes” and “empty concepts”, offering a critique of
language as the vehicle for abstract categories: “The NEW FREEWOMAN has no
Cause. The nearest approach to a Cause it desires to attain, is to destroy
Causes . . . The NEW FREEWOMAN is not for the advancement of Woman, but
for the empowering of individuals – men and women . . . [it aims] not to create
thoughts but to set free life impulses” (The New Freewoman, 1.2, 1st July 1913, 25).
The last issue of The New Freewoman contained an open letter, signed by Allen
Upward, Ezra Pound, Huntly Carter, Reginald W. Kauffmann, and Richard
Aldington, calling for the change of title to The Egoist, in order to “mark the
character of [the magazine] as an organ of individualists of both sexes, and of the
individualist principle in every department of life” (The New Freewoman, 1.13, 15th
December 1913, 244). For more on Dora Marsden and the evolution of the
Marsden magazines, see Levenson (1984: 63-74), Barash (1987), and Clarke
(1996).
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H. D. (Hilda Doolittle), and T. S. Eliot involved in the editing and production.
The Egoist had evolved into a “very active organ of high modernism” (Rabaté 2009:
269) where key modernist texts first appeared: poems by the Imagists, James
Joyce’s The Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man and Ulysses (till the serialization was
disrupted by the First World War), Wyndham Lewis’s Tarr, T. S. Eliot’s “Tradition
and the Individual Talent”, and Dora Marsden’s “The Science of Signs”, to name a
few.
What is also notable about The Egoist is its sustained interest in China.
Apart from the many chinoiserie poems written by Upward and others, The
Egoist frequently includes pieces related to China. 76 This can be partly attributed
to the involvement of Upward, who became a frequent contributor to the
magazine via A. R. Orage, editor of The New Age. Upward was the one who
furthered Pound’s interest in Chinese literature and philosophy, and Pound
maintained this Chinese connection through his transatlantic networks of other
little magazines, most notably The Little Review and Poetry, which became
important vehicles for forging the vital link between China and literary
modernism. The networks associated with the little magazines, with their
informal groupings of patrons, editors, and contributors, can be analysed with
Raymond Williams’s concept of “cultural formation” (Williams 1977: 15-20;
76

To name a few prominent examples: the series of articles by a “Chinese
official” signed F. T. S., introduced by Pound – “The Causes and Remedy of the
Poverty of China” (1.6), “China” (1.18), “Some Chinese Manners and Customs”
(1.20), “China” (1.22); a long article in three instalments, entitled “Chinese
Egoism”, by William Loftus Hare (1.23, 1.24, 2.1), and selections from James
Whitall’s translation of Judith Gautier’s The Book of Jade (2.8).
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1981: 56-86). The dynamics of the “internal organization” of these cultural
formations bring about the convergence of diverse discursive terrains, which can
be correlated with practices in the socio-cultural field.
Upward’s evocation of the Taoist worldview resonates with themes
developed in The New Freewoman/The Egoist: the illusory nature of language, the
dismantling of conceptual categories, and philosophical anarchism, among others.
It also relates to the turn-of-the-century rise of interest in Eastern spiritualism,
which was a response to the increasing disenchantment with established forms of
religion and went hand in hand with the occult revival, the emergence of
Theosophy, and the success of works like Edwin Arnold’s 1879 The Light of Asia
(Surette 1993: 6-36; Morrisson 2007; Wilson 2013: 3-10). Furthermore,
Upward’s allusion to Confucius can be better understood when read in parallel
with his other sinographic practices. Upward contributed a series of extracts
from the Analects, entitled “Sayings of K’ung The Master”, to The New Freewoman
in 1913 (see issues 1.10, 1.11, 1.12). These “sayings” were published in book
form in 1904, and it was probably Pound, then literary editor of the magazine,
who brought them to The New Freewoman. Upward selected and rearranged the
translations of James Legge according to topical headings and provided an
account of the Master’s life and ideas, ending with this remark: “When the
Master declared that a rule of morality binding on himself need not bind a
disciple whose own conscience did not enjoin it on him, he reached a height to
which mankind have hardly yet lifted their eyes, and announced a freedom
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compared with which ours is still an empty name”. Upward lamented that China,
“the greatest and most enduring of human societies … now lies, helpless through
its own love of peace, at the mercy of the armed Christian powers who invaded it
to avenge their missionaries” (1913a: 188-190).
References to China, especially to the Confucian classics, also appear
frequently in Upward’s other works. The following quote from the Analects is
chosen as epigraph to Upward’s autobiography, Some Personalities (1921): “I will
not be grieved because men do not know me; I will be grieved because I do not
know men”. 77 Lines from the Shijing and Upward’s chinoiserie poems are
quoted as epigraphs to some of the chapters in his autobiography. Some
Personalities was written under the pseudonym “20/1631” – Upward’s
registration code with the Board of Education when he became a school teacher
– to indicate his obscurity and bitter disappointment at society’s indifference to
his works.78 He opened his autobiographical account by paralleling his lot with
that of Confucius: “the people of the village where [Confucius] lived complained
to his disciples – ‘This Master of yours is very learned, and yet he never does
anything to make himself celebrated.’ And when the disciples hurried to

This translates the Analects, 1.16: 子曰: “不患人之不己知，患不知人
也。”
78
Upward wrote in Some Personalities: “the Board of Education does not know me
as the author of The NewWord. It does not even know me by my name. ...
Posterity may be interested in the state of education in England in this year of
grace. It will learn a good deal in learning that the Board of Education knew me
as 20/1631” (1921: 186-187).
77
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Confucius with the reproach, ... he answered – ‘What must I do? Shall I take up
archery, or shall I take up charioteering? I will take up charioteering” (1921: 3).79
To Ezra Pound, Upward’s lack of public recognition, unremedied
regardless of his great talent and a life of activity, and leading to his tragic end by
suicide in 1926, is symptomatic of the barbarous philistinism of the time. Pound’s
belief in “the importance of individual genius in the history of mankind” was
“greatly strengthened about 1913 when he began reading the works of Allen
Upward” (Stock 1964: 145-146). Upward’s The New Word (1907) and The Divine
Mystery (1913), both of which Pound reviewed with gusto, 80 had a formative
influence on Pound. Through Upward’s chinoiserie poems and Sayings of K’ung
the Master, Pound cultivated his lifelong interest in China and a high esteem for
Confucius. Upward was also a key influence in Pound’s understanding of the
occult (Tryphonopoulos 1990). Pound read the fate of Upward as another sign of
the maltreatment of genius by mass mediocrity, and it had “in later years
converted Pound to a conspiracy theory of history in which the worst, most
murderous conspiracies were conspiracies of silence” (Davie 1975: 45). Pound
was to memorialize Upward with several references in the Cantos (Knox 1974;
Moody 1975).
This refers to the Analects, 9.2: 達巷黨人曰：“大哉孔子！博學而無所
成名。”子聞之，謂門弟子曰：“吾何執？執御乎？執射乎？吾執御矣。”
For more biographical information about Upward, see Sheldon (1979), Knox
(1974: 71-75), and Davie (1990).
80
Pound reviewed The Divine Mystery in The New Freewoman (1.11, 15th November
1913, 207-208), and The NewWord in The New Age (14.25, 23rd April 1914,
779-780). See Cox (1978) for discussions of these two works by Upward.
79
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Around the same time when Upward’s chinoiserie poems and selections
from Confucius appeared, The New Age and The New Freewoman published a series
of articles in which Upward expounded on his philosophy of individual genius
and the future of the human race. He conceptualized an “Order of the Seraphim”
comprising men of genius – “the uppermost shoot of the tree” in an evolutionary
model of the development of beings (Upward 1910a; 1910b) – and proposed
founding “The Angel Club” – “a trades-union of poets” whose role is to be
“advisor to man”, and to promulgate “pacifism in its members’ pursuit of the
peaceful life away from worldly conflict and a social conscience as demonstrated
in its function as trades-union to the under-represented” (Upward 1913c; 1913d;
Hobson 2008: 53-54). The “artist-angels” of The Angel Club, while bearing
similarities to the Nietzschean “Overman” (Übermensch), incorporates qualities
from the Confucian ideal of “The Superior Man” (junzi 君子, Upward 1913b:
206).
Upward’s collaborator in this conception of “The Angel Club” was
Launcelot Cranmer-Byng, with whom he founded a “cooperative society of
poets” – the “Order of Genius” – in the late 1890s (Upward 1921: 152-153). As
the reader may recall, Upward and Cranmer-Byng co-founded the Orient Press
and initiated the influential Wisdom of the East Series (Upward 1921: 210-212),
in the hope of “withstand[ing] the savages of the Thames”.81 The Angel Club had
81

Quoted from Upward’s “The Discarded Imagist” (The Egoist, 2.6, 1st June 1915,
98). Cranmer-Byng’s Odes of Confucius (1904, see previous chapter) and Upward’s
Sayings of K’ung the Master (1904) were published in the Wisdom of the East
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inspired similar ideas of utopian communities for artists and writers: D. H.
Lawrence’s the Order of the Knights of Rananim, and Pound’s the Order of the
Brothers Minor, 82 among others (Longenbach 1988: 3-33; Hobson 2011:
97-100). Framed within the heterodoxic settings of the little magazines, the
(pseudotranslational) performance of alterity carves out liminal spaces of
otherness; the emergence of these discursive heterotopias (Foucault 1986; Lowe
1991: 10-15) is essential to the formation of imagined communities.

Series.
82
See Pound’s “The Order of the Brothers Minor” (The New Freewomen, 1.9, 15th
October 1913, 176), in which he responded to Upward’s proposal of The Angel
Club.
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4. MAKING IT OLD, MAKING IT NEW, MAKING IT “CHINESE”:
EZRA POUND’S IMITATIVE TRANSLATION

I resolved that at thirty I would know more about poetry than
any man living, that I would know the dynamic content from the
shell, that I would know what was accounted poetry everywhere,
what part of poetry was “indestructible,” what part could not be
lost by translation, and – scarcely less important – what effects
were obtainable in one language only and were utterly incapable
of being translated.
In this search I learned more or less of nine foreign languages, I
read Oriental stuff in translations, I fought every University
regulation and every professor who tried to make me learn
anything except this, or who bothered me with “requirements
for degrees.”
– Ezra Pound, “How I Began”, T. P.’sWeekly,
XXI.552, 6th June 1913, 707, emphasis in the
original

The history of imagism is short-lived and contested, its real significance
sometimes beclouded in the fire and smoke of the avant-garde literary battlefield.
It was Ezra Pound who took upon himself to mobilize a group of reform-minded
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poets under the same banner – the “youngest school here that has the nerve to
call itself a school”,83 christening them with the French-inflected term “Les
Imagistes”. According to Pound’s account, the origin of the movement traces
back to the “forgotten school of 1909”, when poets and artists gathered round
the “Secession Club” led by the poet-philosopher T. E. Hulme (Pound 1912:
58-59). Members of the group include Hulme, Edward Storer, F. S. Flint, F. W.
Tancred, Joseph Campbell, Florence Farr, and of course Pound himself, who
arrived in London in 1908 and joined the group in April 1909.
During their weekly meetings in the Restaurant de La Tour Eiffel in Soho,
this group of poets and artists discussed the works of the French philosopher
Henri Bergson, from whom Hulme drew the idea of “images successives”
(McGuinness 2003: xxiv-xxxiv), and they were abreast with the rapid succession
of avant-garde movements on the continent – Symbolism, Impressionism,
Futurism, Expressionism – while aiming to move beyond them. They felt
dissatisfied with “English poetry as it was then being written”, and experimented
with vers libre in the form of “Japanese tanka and haikai”. The “School of Images” of
the Eiffel Tower gatherings “died a lingering death at the end of its second winter”,
and its sequel was the “more ambitious and belligerent” (Zach 1991: 230) “school
of 1912” led by Pound, who propagated the movement through the networks of
modernist little magazines.84 Harriet Monroe’s newly-founded Poetry: A Magazine
83

See Pound, “Status Rerum”, Poetry, 1.4, January 1913, 126.
See F. S. Flint, “History of Imagism”, The Egoist, 2.5 (Special Imagist Number),
st
1 May 1915, 70-71. For more information on this phase of imagism, see Hughes

84
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of Verse included contributions from three Imagists: Pound, Richard Aldington,
and Hilda Doolittle (signed “H. D., ‘Imagiste.’”). The March 1913 issue of Poetry
saw the publication of the first Imagist manifesto – “Imagisme” and “A Few
Don’ts by an Imagiste”, written by Flint and Pound; in 1914 the first Imagist
anthology, edited by Pound and entitled Des Imagistes, was published. 85
The Imagist movement, both in its initiary phase of the “forgotten school
of 1909” and the “school of 1912” led by Pound, is marked by the effort to
rethink the expressive capacities of English poetry and to shake off “the fetters of
stereotyped poetic language”.86 This effort is evinced in an abiding attention to
the interrelationship between the arts. Modernist writers “often patterned their
literary experiments on parallels drawn from the visual arts” (Macleod 1999:
194), and the interplay between the visual and the verbal is central to continental
movements like Symbolism and Impressionism, which are formative influences
for Imagism. The genesis of Imagism also illustrates the “transcultural roots”
(Arrowsmith 2011b) of modernism and how East Asia provided “a privileged site
for witnessing the increasingly global character of … modernity” (Bush 2013:
(1972: 9-23), Wilhelm (1990: 30-36), Hadjiyiannis (2013).
85
For the poems, see Ezra Pound, “Middle-Aged: A Study in an Emotion”, Poetry
(the inaugural issue), 1.1, October 1912, 8; Richard Aldington (three poems),
Poetry, 1.2, November 1912, 39-43; Hilda Doolittle (H. D., “Imagiste”; three
poems), Poetry, 1.4, January 1913, 118-122. For the Imagist manifestos (or rather,
“anti-manifestos”, presented with Pound’s rhetorical posturing), see F. S. Flint
“Imagisme” (given in the form of an interview with Pound and actually written
by Pound), Poetry, 1.6, March 1913, 198-200, and Ezra Pound, “A Few Don’ts by
an Imagiste”, Poetry, 1.6, March 1913, 200-206.
86
Quoted from Harold Monro, “The Future of Poetry”, The Poetry Review, No. 1,
January 1912, 10.
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196). To quote from Amy Lowell’s preface to her experiments in literary
japonisme and chinoiserie, this was a time when “both poets and painters” were
discovering “great interest and inspiration … in Oriental art” (1919: vii). This
chapter will first discuss the transmedial and transcultural aspects in Imagist
rewritings of Chinese poetry (section 4.1), before moving on to Ezra Pound’s
Cathay (sections 4.2 and 4.3).

4.1 Chinese Poetry as Imagist Haiku: The Visual-Verbal Synthesis and
Aesthetic Translation

I feel an irresistible desire to wander, and go to Japan, where I
will pass my youth, sitting under an almond tree in white
blossom, drinking amber tea out of a blue cup, and looking at a
landscape without perspective.
– Oscar Wilde to Mrs George Lewis, June 1882,
quoted from The Letters of OscarWilde, 120

And there, or in some other very old, very quiet civilization,
some one else might understand the significance.
– Ezra Pound, “How I Began”, T. P.’s Weekly,
XXI.552, 6th June 1913, 707
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According to Zhaoming Qian, Pound’s “knowledge of Chinese literature up to
1913 was still limited” (1995: 17), though his interest in the visual arts of the Far
East had been kindled since his arrival in London in August 1908, through
museum collections and Laurence Binyon’s 1909 Albert Hall lectures
(Arrowsmith 2011b). Binyon’s praise for “the strongest aesthetic instinct, the
fullest and richest imagination” of the Chinese (1908/1913: 5) must have drawn
Pound’s attention to the literary art of China, and upon his discovery of Allen
Upward the “Imagist” and his “Scented Leaves – from a Chinese Jar” (Poetry, 2.6,
September 1913), Pound furthered his journey to literary China with Herbert
Giles’s History of Chinese Literature (1901) and M. G. Pauthier’s Confucius et Mencius:
les quatre livres de philosophie morale et politique de la Chine (1841), crediting
Upward for starting him off. 87 During this time Pound was also meeting with
Mary Fenollosa, the widow of Ernest Fenollosa, who discussed with Pound her
late husband’s enthusiasm for Far Eastern art and literature; in early October,
Pound wrote to his fiancée Dorothy Shakespear saying he “seem[ed] to be getting
orient from all quarters” and that “the Chinese stuff ” is “far more consoling”. 88

87

Pound’s letter to his mother, October 1913: “You’ll find Giles ‘Hist. of
Chinese Literature’ a very interesting book. Upward has sort of started me off in
that direction”, in Yale Collection Mss. 43, box 52, folder 1955, quoted from
Surette (1993: 191).
88
Pound’s letter to Dorothy Shakespear, 2nd and 7th October 1913; see Ezra
Pound and Dorothy Shakespear,Their Letters, 1909-1914, edited by Omar Pound and
A. Walton Litz, 264, 267.
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With the Imagist principles formulated a few months back, Pound the
proselytizer of Imagism might have had some “shock of recognition” while
reading Chinese poetry through Giles: he learned that “[b]revity is indeed the
soul of a Chinese poem, which is valued not so much for what it says but for
what it suggests” (Giles 1901: 145), and “[t]here is no long poem in chinese [sic].
They hold if a poet cannot express what he wants to say in 12 lines, he had better
left it unsaid”.89 This chimes well with the Imagist preference for the shorter
lyric form and the aesthetics of suggestion. Pound’s definition of the “image” as
“that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex” and “gives that sense
of sudden liberation … of freedom from time limits and space limits”90 finds
echoes in the Chinese idea of “highest excellence in poetry”: “the meaning should
lie beyond the words”; “it is only the words which stop, the sense goes on”, and
the reader is carried away by the “flow of language and rapid succession of
poetical imagery” (Giles 1901: 50, 54, 145). He also found a fellow advocate of
vers libre in Qu Yuan 屈原, who, according to Giles, “indulged in wild irregular
metres which consorted well with their wild irregular thoughts. Their poetry was
prose run mad” (ibid: 50). Writing to Dorothy Shakespear, Pound pronounced
“Chu Yüan, Imagiste”.91
89

Pound’s letter to Dorothy Shakespear, 7th October 1913: “There is no long
poem in chinese. They hold if a man can’t say what he wants to in 12 lines, he’d
better leave it unsaid.” (emphasis in the original); quoted from Ezra Pound and
Dorothy Shakespear,Their Letters, 1909-1914, 267.
90
See Pound, “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste”, Poetry, 1.6, March 1913, 200-206.
91
Pound’s letter to Dorothy Shakespear, 7th October 1913: “THE period was 4th
cent. B. C. – Chu Yüan, Imagiste – did I tell you all that before???”; quoted from
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A familiarity with Chinese poetry would tell that Pound’s reading of Giles
was highly selective – indeed, the artificiality and allusiveness of a large bulk of
Chinese poetry would not have appealed to the Imagist taste for concreteness,
precision, and freedom from arcane poeticism. 92 At this stage of Pound’s
encounter with Chinese poetry, the fascination came from recognizing affinities;
under the Imagist “gaze”, Chinese poetry became an “object of its fixation”
(Hayot 1999b: 526).
Pound’s reading of Giles produced four Imagist pieces. Together with nine
pieces from Upward’s “Scented Leaves” series, these poems make up the Chinese
portion in the Pound-edited Des Imagistes (1914). In this first Imagist anthology,
Chinese material is on a par with those related to Greek sources. The emphasis
on ancient cultures is in line with the Imagist “endeavor … to write in
accordance with the best traditions”,93 and, as Lawrence Rainey points out, it
serves as a strategy for distinguishing Imagism from other contemporary
avant-garde movements like Futurism (Rainey 1998: 30-31). The following is an
example of how Pound reworked Giles’s translations with Imagist principles:
Ezra Pound and Dorothy Shakespear,Their Letters, 1909-1914, 267.
92
The January 1913 issue of Poetry (1.4) published an article by Pound, in which
he surveyed the contemporary scene of poetry in London. It includes two
paragraphs on imagism – Pound’s second public reference to the movement:
“The youngest school here that has the nerve to call itself a school is that of the
Imagistes. ... one of their watchwords is Precision, and they are in opposition to
the numerous and unassembled writers who busy themselves with dull and
interminable effusions, and who seem to think that a man can write a good long
poem before he learns to write a good short one, or even before he learns to
produce a good single line” (126).
93
F. S. Flint “Imagisme”, Poetry, 1.6, March 1913, 199.
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The sound of rustling silk is stilled,
With dust the marble courtyard filled;
No footfalls echo on the floor,
Fallen leaves in heaps block up the door. …
For she, my pride, my lovely one, is lost,
And I am left, in hopeless anguish tossed.
(Giles 1901: 100)94

LIU CH’E
The rustling of the silk is discontinued,
Dust drifts over the courtyard,
There is no sound of footfall, and the leaves
Scurry into heaps and lie still,
And she the rejoicer of the heart is beneath them:

A wet leaf that clings to the threshold.
(Pound 1914: 44)

The Chinese original for this piece is 落葉哀蟬曲(劉徹): 羅袂兮無聲。
玉墀兮塵生。虛房冷而寂寞。落葉依于重扃。望彼美之女兮。安得
感余心之未寧。

94
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Pound’s recasting of the last two lines of Giles translation, the “wet leaf that
clings to the threshold”, exemplifies the Imagist method – “the mind’s creative
leap fetching some token of the gone woman into the poem’s system” (Kenner
1971: 197), and “the refocusing of abstract emotion onto a single object in all of
its imagistic concreteness” (Billings 2019: 298). Treating Giles’s text as an
aggregate of images and motifs, Pound selects from these Chinese fragments and
re-arranges them into an exposition of Imagism, thereby making the Chinese
poem “Imagist”. On the other hand, Pound’s versions signal the “Chineseness” of
these pieces by the use of transliteration – the poems are entitled “After Ch’u
Yuan”, “Liu Ch’e”, “Ts’ai Chi’h” – and the recurrence of common motifs
associated with China: “the rustling of the silk”, “fan of white silk”, fallen petals,
etc. (Pound 1914: 43-46). This eclectic mode of recycling and reassembling
“familiar exotics” is akin to the techniques of transcultural imitation discussed in
the previous chapter.
Timothy Billings characterizes Pound’s rewriting of Giles’s translations as
the “chiselling” of “statuesque prolixity down into dazzling little imagistic
figurines” (Billings 2019: 15). For example, Giles wrote:

O fair white silk, fresh from the weaver’s loom,
Clear as the frost, bright as the winter snow –
See! friendship fashions out of thee a fan,
Round as the round moon shines in heaven above,
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At home, abroad, a close companion thou,
Stirring at every move the grateful gale.
And yet I fear, ah me! that autumn chills,
Cooling the dying summer’s torrid rage,
Will see thee laid neglected on the shelf,
All thought of bygone days, like them bygone.
(Giles 1901: 101)

From Giles’s ten-line translation,95 we have this minimalist version by Pound:

FAN-PIECE FOR HER IMPERIAL LORD
O fan of white silk,
clear as frost on the grass-blade,
You also are laid aside.
(Pound 1914: 45)

Pound’s version has a certain haiku-like quality, with its pattern of 5-7-5
word-count per line and the juxtaposition of images, and it resembles his widely
known haiku-inspired Imagist poem:

The Chinese original is from 班婕妤: 新裂齊紈素，鮮潔如霜雪。裁為
合歡扇，團團似明月。出入君懷袖，動搖微風發。常恐秋節至，凉
飈奪炎熱。棄捐篋笥中，恩情中道絶。

95
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IN A STATION OF THE METRO
The apparition
Petals

of these faces

in the crowd :

on a wet, black bough .
(Poetry, 2.1, April 1913, 12, “Contemporania” sequence)96

Describing in retrospect the genesis of this little Imagist poem, Pound
wrote that he was trying to capture an experience in Paris three years ago. When
coming out of the metro station at Place de la Concorde, Pound “saw suddenly a
beautiful face, and then another and another, and then a beautiful child’s face, and
then another beautiful woman”. Having tried all day to find words “worthy, or as
lovely as that sudden emotion”, Pound found instead “an equation … not in
speech, but in little splotches of colour”. He realized that his experience “should
have gone into paint”, and if he were a painter and “that kind of emotion” came to
him often enough, he would be able to found “a new school of painting, of
‘non-representative’ painting, a painting that would speak only by arrangements
in colour”. As a poet, his work was to employ the “primary pigment”, “the first
adequate equation that came into consciousness”, to capture the intensity of that
“sudden emotion”. Pound later encountered what would be “useful in getting out
of the impasse” in which he had been left by the “metro emotion” – the Japanese
hokku, “the ‘one image poem’ … a form of super-position … one idea set on top
of another”. He “wrote a thirty-line poem, and destroyed it” because it was a
96

Here I follow Pound’s peculiar typographic arrangement, as shown in the
Poetry magazine of April 1913.
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work of “second intensity”; six months later he made “a poem half that length”,
and a year afterwards he arrived at the above-quoted “hokku-like sentence”. 97
Two things worthy of further discussion emerge in Pound’s recount: firstly,
the interplay between the visual and the verbal in poetic modernism, and
secondly, the influence of Japanese art and poetry in the formation of Imagist
aesthetics. Pound’s exposition of Imagism uses painterly metaphors to explain the
verbal art of poetry. The confluence between poetry and the visual arts is of
course not new, but in the context of modernism, this connection becomes
newly revived. It is believed that when Virginia Woolf observed: “in or about
December, 1910, human character changed”,98 she probably had in mind the
First Post-Impressionist exhibition at the Grafton Galleries in London, organized
by Roger Fry and opened on November 8th, 1910. Many modernist writers were
inspired by the visual artists’ bold rebellion against the establishment; they
turned with “exceptional frequency and fullness” to the artistic avant-garde for
analogies and methods in their endeavours to articulate the modern: “issues
concerning representation and mimesis, the nature of ‘the image’, realism and
anti-realism, temporality and consciousness, organic form, and artistic and
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The quotations in this paragraph are taken from Pound’s essays, “How I Began”
(T.P.’sWeekly, 6th June 1913, 707) and “Vorticism”, published in the Fortnightly
Review, XCVI (New Series). 573, 1st September 1914, 461-471.
98
Quoted from Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”, a paper read to
the Heretics Club at Cambridge, on May 18th, 1924. The quotation follows the
version in Collected Essays, volume one (The Hogarth Press, 1924, 319-337). See
also Kenney (1977).
180

cultural evolution” (Marcus 2013: 239-240). Modern literature was “moving in
the direction of spatial form” (Frank 1945: 225).
Pound himself was a prolific art critic, avidly championing the works of
Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Jacob Epstein, Constantin Brâncuși, Wassily Kandinsky
and others. During the nineteen-tens, Pound drew from the writings of James
McNeill Whistler, Laurence Binyon, Roger Fry, Wyndham Lewis, among others,
to develop “a critical vocabulary deeply indebted to art criticism to describe his
own work and that of his literary contemporaries” (Beasley 2020: 73, 2007; see
Pound and Zinnes 1980).
In the initiary phase of Imagism, poets of the “School of Images” led by T.
E. Hulme proposed to reform “English poetry as it was then written” by “the
Japanese tanka and haikai”, and they “all wrote dozens of the latter as an
amusement”. F. S. Flint, in particular, learned about Japanese poetry through
French translations by Paul-Louis Couchoud and advocated a poetry “akin in
spirit to the Japanese”.99 Under the influence of Flint, Pound attended Laurence
Binyon’s 1909 Albert Hall lectures on “Art and Thought in East and West” and
visited The Prints and Drawings Students’ Room at the British Museum in the
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F. S. Flint, “History of Imagism”, The Egoist, 2.5, Special Imagist Number, 1st
May 1915, 70-71. Flint wrote a review of a collection of English translations of
Japanese poems, Sword and Blossom Song (“Book of the Week: Recent Verse”, The
New Age, new series 3.11, 11th July 1908, 212-213), in which he offered literal
versions of two Japanese “haikai”, probably based on Paul-Louis Couchoud’s “Les
haïkaï (Épigrammes poétiques du Japon)” (Les letters 3, April 1906, 189-98). See
Harmer (1975: 181).
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company of Binyon, who was then Assistant Keeper of the Department of Prints
and Drawings, and the Museum’s leading expert on Far Eastern art. 100
Binyon had an avid enthusiasm for Japanese prints. Between 1906 and
1909, he undertook a “vigorous campaign of acquisition” (Arrowsmith 2011a:
110-111) to improve the Museum’s collection of “brocade prints” (nishiki-e 錦
絵), especially known to be associated with the “floating-world” (ukiyo-e 浮世
絵) school. The Print Room “would have been flooded with literally thousands”
of Japanese prints during Pound’s visits in early 1909, and it was very likely that
Binyon had shown his young guest his “horde of nishiki-e” (ibid.: 111-112). It was
not until three years later, however, that Pound had a real awakening of interest
in Japanese art and poetry, when he sought inspirations beyond his early
experiments with Provençal troubadours (McDougal 1972) and tried to
formulate a more radically modern poetic idiom. During this transitional phase
Pound resumed regular visits to the Print Room at the British Museum and
attended exhibitions of Japanese art, probably including the loan exhibition of
Japanese colour-prints at the Victoria and Albert Museum from late 1913 to early
1914 (Arrowsmith 2011a: 115-117, 141-144). In addition to this visual contact
with Japanese art, Pound was also studying Japanese poetry via the works and
translations of William George Aston (1899), Basil Hall Chamberlain (1910), and
Yone Noguchi (1913; 1914; see Hakutani 1992). References to Japanese art and
100

On Pound’s attendance of the Binyon lectures and his 1909 visits to the
British Museum “Print Room”, see Stock (1970: 78), Hatcher (1995: 157-163),
and Arrowsmith (2011a: 105-116).
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poetry began to permeate Pound’s poetry, literary essays, and personal
correspondence.
With their keen interest in transmedial experiments that draw inspirations
from the visual arts, modernist poets would find a natural affinity with Japanese
poetry when they read the following description from Lafcadio Hearn’s widely
read collection of essays, In Ghostly Japan (1899):

The common art-principle of the class of [Japanese] poems under present
consideration is identical with the common principle of Japanese pictorial
illustration. By the use of a few chosen words the composer of a short poem
endeavors to do exactly what the painter endeavors to do with a few strokes
of the brush, – to evoke an image or a mood, – to revive a sensation or an
emotion. And the accomplishment of this purpose, – by poet or by
picture-maker, – depends altogether upon capacity to suggest, and only to
suggest.
(Hearn 1899: 154, emphasis in the original)

The convergence between the art of painting and the art of poetry, Hearn
continued, is further expressed in Japanese artists’ and poets’ condemnation of
the “elaboration of detail”: praise is reserved for “compositions that leave in the
mind the thrilling of something unsaid … the perfect short poem should set
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murmuring and undulating, in the mind of the hearer, many a ghostly aftertone
of long duration” (ibid.: 154-155).
This perceived synthesis of Japanese art and poetry and a “Japanese
aesthetic” of suggestiveness and verbal economy is one manifestation of the
evolving significance of the Far East. The Western encounter with the material
cultures of the Far East has been long-standing; what’s fascinating about the
diachronic change in the history of this encounter is that by the turn of the
century, the “topsy-turvy” bric-a-brac of japonisme and chinoiserie joined up
with a more recent discursive stream on Far Eastern art – what was then
perceived to be unruly and extravagant emerged as a site for innovation in the
context of modernism, and the aesthetic alterity of the Far East was re-troped as
an alternative ideal integral to the modernist vision of the new. We see a similar
pattern in the Edwardian poet-translators’ and sinographers’ invention of
Chinese poetry as aesthetic ideal. The discourse originating from the realm of
visual

contact

bifurcates

into

two

streams

–

the

longer-running

commercialist/materialist discourse engendered by contacts with Far Eastern
commodities, and the more recent artistic stream inspired by Far Eastern
artworks – which often figure side by side in transcultural reading and rewriting.
To Oscar Wilde, for example, Japan can be represented metonymically through a
surplus of japonisme objects in The Picture of Dorian Gray, while also being the
fount of pure aesthetic forms that “[give] joy to the soul through the senses”
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(Wilde 1913: 197) and inspire artists of the aesthetic movement like James
McNeill Whistler (Miner 1958: 66-87; Chiba 1998; Lavery 2019: 55-80).
The confluence between two intertexts – experimentalism that integrates
the visual and the verbal, and the rise of interest in Far Eastern art and poetry
and their perceived affinity with transmedial aesthetics – contributes to the
prioritizing of visual aspects in modernist poets’ invention of Far Eastern poetry.
Adding to this is the fact that these poets’ immediate means of contact with the
Far East was a visual or material one – be it through the prevalent imports and
exotica of the marketplace, or the artworks viewed in the more rarefied
environment of museums – as the lack of knowledge of Far Eastern languages
renders verbal engagement indirect and secondary. Due to the “relative lateness
of

East

Asian

literature’s

broader

availability

in

the

West”, the

“late-nineteenth-century influx of East Asian visual arts would over-determine
this later reception” (Bush 2013: 197-198). Moreover, the comparative
inaccessibility of the verbal medium and the supposed primacy of sensory
experience have turned visual elements into “pseudo-universals” (ibid.: 197) in
cross-cultural contact.
The emergence of this theme on Far Eastern art in the discourse is linked
to the increased presence of artworks in the museums of metropolitan centres.
The museum culture of the early-twentieth century witnessed a transition in
curatorial principles from “the display of copia” to the “aesthetic mode” of
displaying selected objects (Paul 1998: 10-22; 2002: 15-20), with museum
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settings redesigned to privilege the “pure gaze” (Bourdieu 1968; 1984: 3-5).
Furthermore, literary modernism’s fascination with “objecthood” (Mao 1998:
4-11) and especially what Walter Benjamin called the auratic uniqueness and
presence of artworks (Benjamin 1969) finds expression in the Imagist aesthetics
of “objectivity” and precision 101 – “the direct treatment of the ‘thing’”, as
decreed in Ezra Pound’s primary dictum of Imagism.
The particular ways of contact with Far Eastern artworks in museums
inspired among the Imagist poets an interesting mode of “translation” from
picture to poem. According to Rupert Richard Arrowsmith, the “visual stimuli”
of Pound’s “In a Station of the Metro” can be traced to the prints of Katsushika
Hokusai 葛 飾 北 斎 and Suzuki Harunobu 鈴 木 春 信 that Pound had
probably seen in the British Museum Print Room (2011a: 122-127). Pound’s
fellow Imagist Richard Aldington also frequented the Print Room in September
1912, and his visits produced the following Imagist poem:

I have drifted along this river
Until I moored my boat
By these crossed trunks.

101

Michael Levenson notes that Pound’s emphasis on “objectivity”, which
describes the “phase where the subject discreetly withdraws, leaving the
immediate, uncorrected impression” (1984: 119), is integral to the imagist
aesthetics of precision. See also Richard Aldington’s (1914) elaboration of the
imagist tenets of “the exact word” and “hardness, as of cut stone. No slop, no
sentimentality”.
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Here the mist moves
Over fragile leaves and rushes,
Colorless waters and brown, fading hills.

You have come from beneath the trees
And move within the mist,
A floating leaf.

O blue flower of the evening,
You have touched my face
With your leaves of silver.

Love me, for I must depart.
(Poetry, 3.4, January 1914, 133)102

Aldington recollected that this poem was “written in the B. M. Print Room on a
couple of Japanese colour prints” (Miner 1958: 159), very likely Katsushika
Hokusai’s Fuji from Lake Suwa and Kitagawa Utamaro’s 喜多川歌麿 Lovers in an
Upstairs Room, as Arrowsmith suggests (2011a: 130-134).
For two other Imagists, John Gould Fletcher and Amy Lowell, Japanese
prints serve as the basis for Imagist ekphrasis. As Fletcher himself noted, since
102

This poem is also included, with some changes and under the title “The
River”, in Des Imagistes.
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the writing of his Irradiations (series finished 1912), Oriental art had been used to
“furnish subjects and to govern treatment” for all his poems (Fletcher 1937: 124;
1945: 56-57). His collection of short poems, entitled Japanese Prints (1918),
comprises what he called “epigrams” based on the nishiki-e in the Chicago Art
Institute, the British Museum, and the Victoria and Albert Museum. His visits to
the Chicago Art Institute, where a collection of Japanese prints formerly owned
by Clarence Buckingham was on display, had been particularly productive:
“working directly from the images on display”, Fletcher wrote “no less than fifty
epigrams” (Arrowsmith 2011a: 145-146; Fletcher 1937: 203). Amy Lowell’s
series “Lacquer Prints”, initially published in Poetry (9.6, March 1917, 302-307)
and later forming part of Pictures of the Floating World (1919), is likewise inspired
by “the vivid, realistic colour-prints of the Japanese masters” (Lowell 1919: viii):

ONE OF THE “HUNDRED VIEWS OF FUJI” BY HOKUSAI
BEING thirsty,
I filled a cup with water,
And, behold! Fuji-yama lay upon the water
Like a dropped leaf!
(Lowell 1919: 11)

ROAD TO THE YOSHIWARA
COMING to you along the Nihon Embankment,
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Suddenly the road was darkened
By a flock of wild geese
Crossing the moon.
(Lowell 1919: 21)

The “sources” of these two pieces can be traced to two prints: Hokusai’s Fuji in a
Cup, and Utagawa Hiroshige’s 歌川広重 Nihon Embankment, Yoshiwara. They are
also notable for their haiku-like quality, like many other pieces in Lowell’s
“Lacquer Prints” series. By superimposing two intertexts – modernist
transmedial experiment and the synthesis between the visual and verbal in
Japanese art and poetry – the Imagists’ japonisme compositions illustrate the
transcultural multimedia aesthetics of literary modernism. 103
The mode of translating from picture to poem is akin to what Pamela
Genova, in her study of japonisme in nineteenth-century French prose writers,
calls “aesthetic translation”, which “entails active exploration on the part of
literary artists to interpret the modalities of visual art and adapt them to literary
works” (Genova 2016: 35). Referencing Roman Jakobson’s tripartite distinction
between intralingual translation (rewording), interlingual translation (translation
103

While all the examples given here are from the imagists, it needs to be noted
that this practice of composing/translating from Far Eastern artworks is not
limited to the imagist group. It was very much the vogue among poets of the
time. See, for example, Edna Worthley Underwood, “Improvisations from Old
Paintings on Silk”, The Measure, 24.14, April 1922, 4–5, Arthur Davison Ficke,
“Dream of a Chinese Landscape (A Screen by Soga Shubun)”, “Dream of a
Chinese Rock Promontory (A Screen by Sesshu)”, in The Little Review, 3.3, May
1916, 5-6, and Ficke’s poetry collection, Twelve Japanese Painters (1913).
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proper), and intersemiotic translation (transmutation), Genova notes that
aesthetic translation is “the inverse of Jakobson’s transmutation, understood … as
an interpretation of nonverbal sign systems by means of verbal signs” (ibid.: 47).
In his proposal for an expanded concept of “multidimensional translation”
that encompasses both the verbal and nonverbal forms of communication,
Henrik Gottlieb (2005) has drawn up a “semiotically based taxonomy” of
translation types according to four parameters: 1) “semiotic identity or
non-identity between source and target texts, distinguishing intrasemiotic types of
translation from intersemiotic types”, 2)

“possible changes in semiotic

composition of the translation” (with regard to the types and numbers of
semiotic “channels”), 3) “degrees of freedom for the translating agent,
distinguishing inspirational from conventionalized types of translation”, and 4)
“presence or absence of verbal material in source and/or target texts” (Gottlieb
2005: 1-3). Leo Tak-hung Chan offers a reworked version of Gottlieb’s taxonomy,
“highlighting the degree of liberty … in contrast to the faithful translator” (Chan
2020: Chapter Four). The Imagist aesthetic translations discussed above fit in well
with

category

seven

in

Gottlieb’s

taxonomy

–

intersemiotic-diasemiotic-verbalizing-inspirational translation (Gottlieb 2005:
3-5, 7).
The inclusion of this intersemiotic dimension invites us to reconsider the
issue of classifying (non)translational practices. An interesting example in this
connection is the “Chinese lyrics” of one “Pai Ta-shun”. In 1915 and 1916, poems
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bearing this mysterious, Chinese-sounding signature appeared in American
periodicals like The Harper’s Magazine, The Bookman, and Poetry, attracting much
public attention and critical acclaim. It was thought that these poems were either
“written by some talented Chinese with a thorough knowledge of English – some
Chinese counterpart of Rabindranath Tagore”, or “translations of the work of
some Chinese poet by a bygone generation”. The poems were collected and
published in book form in 1916 by Kelly and Walsh, “bound in Chinese silk and
illustrated with collotype reproductions of ancient Chinese paintings”, and the
title “Chinese Lyrics” was accompanied by Chinese characters vertically printed –
“中華琴詩”. The mystery remained unresolved until a New York Times article
revealed that “Pai Ta-shun” was actually a New York physician, Dr. Frederick
Peterson (“Pai Ta-shun” being approximately homophonous), and these “Chinese
lyrics” were composed in his home on Park Avenue, where a rare collection of
Chinese paintings and works of art had been carefully collected and looked
after. 104
On closer examination, Peterson’s “Chinese lyrics” combine elements
from Chinese folklore and well-known poems, and all of them, according to the
104

See article in the NewYork Times, “Mystery of Authorship of Chinese Lyrics
Solved; Poems of Pai Ta-shun, Widely Discussed for Past Two Years, Were Written
by Dr. Frederick Peterson, New York Physician” (4th March 1917, Section T, Page
4). This article gives the following description: “Dr. Peterson is known as a
physician, a university lecturer, a clinical professor, and the author of many
standard medical works, including the American Textbook of Legal Medicine and
Toxicology. His friends are aware of his enthusiasm for Chinese art and letters. In
his home on Park Avenue and in the studies and living rooms connected with his
office on Fiftieth Street, he has a collection of old Chinese paintings and objects
of art of which the equal is hard to find on this continent”.
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New York Times article, “are directly related to some of the greatest examples of
Chinese graphic art”. These “Chinese lyrics” went through the trajectory of wide
circulation, critical attention, avid speculation and the final revelation/exposure
of

“true

identity”

that

characterizes

what

is

commonly

labelled

“pseudotranslation”. Yet if we adopt the enlarged, semiotically-based conception
of translation elaborated by Jakobson, Genova, Gottlieb, Chan, and others,
wouldn’t Peterson’s Chinese Lyrics be an instance of intersemiotic translation that,
to use Gottlieb’s phrase again, involves multiple semiotic “channels” (with the
visual-to-verbal primary among them) and belongs to the “inspirational” type?
The accompanying collotype reproductions of Chinese paintings, serving as
“visual paratexts” and “metonyms” to the translations (Neather 2014: 505-507),
add a further dimension to the visual-verbal interplay in these lyrics.
We have discussed in the previous chapter the multiplicity and malleability
inherent in the sources of transcultural rewriting, with particular reference to
the pseudotranslational stream of transcultural imitation. Among the chinoiserie
and japonisme compositions proliferating in the early twentieth century, there is
a notable set of poems which adopts the formal characteristics of Far Eastern art
and poetry as the fabric of composition:

Designs in Chinese Color
A Swallow
A swallow flicks my shoulder
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And turns off in the twilight –
A twitter on the terrace,
A spot against the skylight.
(Lyon Sharman, Poetry, 10.4, July 1917, 179)

The imitation of Far Eastern form gives these compositions a pseudotranslational
quality, analogous to the pseudotranslational chinoiserie poems discussed in
section 3.2-C. The “hypotexts” of these compositions, either unspecifiable or yet
to be specified by the author or unearthed by the archival-literary investigations
of critics, partake of the variegated and diffuse “imitated corpus” of transcultural
imitation. In addition to the use of familiar Far Eastern motifs, what characterize
their imitative technique are the principle of visual-verbal synthesis and the
methods of superposition and suggestion, which are perceived to be the essence
of Far Eastern aesthetics.
Relying on the “visual-verbal axis” (Neather 2014: 504) as the pivot on
which transtextual and transcultural meanings revolve, these compositions are
very much akin to intersemiotic translational practices like aesthetic translation.
Genova (2016: 47) also mentions Michael Riffaterre’s “semiotics of translation”
(1985/2012) to illustrate the idea of aesthetic translation. Although Riffaterre’s
analysis is given in a primarily textual and equivalence-based framework, his
ideas that (literary) translation must “semiotize” elements in the original, and that
it involves “double-decoding” to convey both the “meaning and significance” of
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literariness (Riffaterre 1985/2012: 204-205) are useful for understanding the
above-quoted examples of aesthetic translation from picture to poem. Visual
elements are selected from various sources – Japanese prints, artworks or
merchandise from the Far East, etc. – and they are not treated as mere decorative
motifs, but undergo a verbal recoding in imitation of the formal principles that
characterize Far Eastern aesthetics. The transposition from visual to verbal hinges
on a kind of interchangeability between the mode of presentation in the visual
arts and the compositional methods of poetry, and the visual architecture of Far
Eastern art thus masquerades as, or translates into, the form of the poem.
The problematics involving the sources of rewriting, together with the
enlarged, intersemiotic view of translation, remind us again of the permeable
boundaries between various modes of transcultural rewriting, between
“translation proper”, and translation “improper”. These distinctions, to a large
extent discursive necessities rather than historical facts, are especially in flux in
transitional periods and dynamic literary contact zones where experiments of all
kinds are eagerly pursued. This revised understanding would shed light on a
much-discussed piece in Pound’s series of four “Chinese” poems in Des Imagistes.
Among these four poems, three of them – “After Ch’u Yuan”, “Liu Ch’e”, and
“Fan-piece for Her Imperial Lord” – can be easily traced to particular pieces in
Giles’s A History of Chinese Literature, while the origin of the last piece in this
group, entitled “Ts’ai Chi’h”, remains obscure. It runs as follows:
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TS’AI CHI’H
The petals fall in the fountain,
the orange coloured rose-leaves,
Their ochre clings to the stone.
(Pound 1914: 46)

Commentators were baffled by the genesis of this piece, and much ink has been
spilled over the possible subtext(s) and literary treatment that went into its
making. Achilles Fang (1957: 236) traced the nearest resemblance of “Ts’ai
Chi’h” to the poet Cao Zhi 曹植; Zhaoming Qian (1995: 46-47) spotted a
parallel imagery of the rose in Helen Waddell’s Lyrics from the Chinese (1913: 33),
while Timothy Billings, after combing through the entire corpus of Cao Zhi’s
extant poetry, admitted that he found “no roses, no falling petals, no stone
fountains, and neither orange nor ochre leaves of any kind”, and pointed instead
to Allen Upward’s “Scented Leaves” series as the probable provenance of “the
orange coloured rose-leaves” (Billings 2019: 304, 307).
It is very likely that “Ts’ai Chi’h” is another example of literary chinoiserie
that Pound composed using the techniques of transcultural imitation. Set
alongside other pieces which have an identifiable intermediary text and a Chinese
original, it takes on aspects of the pseudotranslational, masquerading amongst
retranslations from Giles. The untiring efforts of commentators in discovering its
“source text” offer interesting proof of its efficacy in simulating a
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“pseudo-original”. Experimentalism thrives in these nebulous borderlands of
translation, where poet-translators find ample pathways for innovation by
bringing into play the transtextual, transcultural, and transmedial.
In the four Des Imagistes pieces, Pound had given these “Chinese” poems a
distinctly Japanese form – the haiku, and he thus presented them, with the
haiku-inspired method of “super-position”, as “written pictures”. Pound’s
Imagist-japonisme rewriting of Chinese poetry is a textual instantiation of the
general tendency of “racial lumping” (Espiritu 1992: 6-7), in this case the
cultures of Japan and China. The two are often framed within a narrative of
continuity in seminal works like Binyon’s Paintings in the Far East (1908/1913)
and Fenollosa’s Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art (1912/1921), and it is a common
feature of the Oriental discourse to treat the cultures of the East in generalized
terms, instead of distinguishing between specificities. On the other hand, Pound’s
treatment of Chinese poetry in this early phase also reveals the particular
sequence of his acquaintance with Far Eastern cultures. Pound’s knowledge of
Japanese art and poetry predates his interest in the Chinese, which did not begin
in earnest until his discovery of Upward’s writings,105 and the Japanese influence
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Qian (1995: 43-46) mentions the 1910-1912 Exhibition of Chinese and
Japanese Paintings at the British Museum, drawing a connection between the
Admonitions Scroll (attributed to Gu Kaizhi 顧愷之) then on display and
Pound’s “Fan-piece for Her Imperial Lord” in Des Imagistes. Arrowsmith’s (2011a:
105-106) archival research and reconstruction of chronology show that this
connection is untenable. It was not until his meeting with Upward and the
acquisition of the Fenollosa manuscripts that Pound engaged more seriously with
China.
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is therefore more fundamental in his formulation of Imagism. Through a
representational sleight of hand that conflates the Japanese haiku form and
compositional features of Chinese poetry, Pound inscribes a visual dimension in
the hypothetical Chinese poem and aligns it with transmedial experiments in the
literary avant-garde.

4.2 “Cathay, Translations by Ezra Pound”

But you, newest song of the lot,
You are not old enough to have done
much mischief,
I will get you a green coat out of China
With dragons worked upon it.
– Ezra Pound, “Lustra – III Further
Instructions, Poetry, 3.2, November
1913, 57-58

Rest me with Chinese colors,
For I think the glass is evil.
– Ezra Pound, “Xenia – III”, Poetry,
3.2, November 1913, 59
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After the publication of Des Imagistes, internal disputes caused the Imagist group
to split. Pound left, and the directorship was taken over by Amy Lowell; Pound
remained “sulky” about the change of leadership, dubbing the movement
“Amygism” (Aldington 1941: 143), 106 and continued to promulgate his Imagist
tenets under the banner of Vorticism (see Coffman 1972: 163-186; Thacker 2010:
5-6, 15-22). Amy Lowell edited three further volumes of Imagist anthologies –
now renamed Some Imagist Poets (1915, 1916, 1917, Boston) – and her
management of the movement, while criticized by some as a “diluted” version of
Pound’s more robust principles, brought the Imagists to wider public recognition
(Thacker 2010: 19-23, 32-35). Lowell’s early interest in the Far East bore fruit in
Pictures of the Floating World (1919), and her collaboration with Florence Ayscough,
beginning in the autumn of 1917, produced Fir-Flower Tablets: Poems from the
Chinese (1921). In this section, I will focus on Pound’s Cathay (1915), which came
out during his Vorticist period.
As a movement that forged an alliance between avant-garde artists and
writers, chief among them the painter and writer Wyndham Lewis (1882-1957),
sculptor Henri Gaudier-Brzeska (1891-1915) and Pound, Vorticism was in the
vanguard of transmedial experiment (Wees 1972). Its polemical vehicle, the
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Pound’s dismissive moniker for the later phase of Imagism appeared in an
article in The Criterion: “… at a particular date in a particular room, two authors,
neither engaged in picking the other’s pocket, decided that the dilutation of vers
libre, Amygism, Lee Masterism, general floppiness had gone too far and that some
counter-current must be set going”. See Pound, “Harold Monro”, The Criterion,
11.45, July 1932, 581-592.
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short-lived little magazine Blast, shocked the public with its belligerent rhetoric
and discordant, “galvanic” style (Kenner 1954: 6, see Edwards 2000, Gasiorek
2009). Aiming to move beyond what he considered the rather static view of the
image in early Imagism, Pound advanced a dynamic and energized redefinition of
the image – “[i]t is a radiant node or cluster; it is what I can, and must perforce,
call a VORTEX, from which, and through which, and into which ideas are
constantly rushing. In decency one can only call it a VORTEX. And from this
necessity came the name ‘vorticism’” (Pound 1916a: 106).
Pound’s acquisition of the Fenollosa papers in December 1913 coincided
with his turn to Vorticism. Commentators have made ample textual analysis of
how the re-creation of Chinese poems in Cathay exemplifies Pound’s poetic
methods – the “vers-libre principle”, the “Imagist principle, that a poem may build
its effects out of things it sets before the mind’s eye by naming them” and the
Vorticist development of it, and the “lyrical principle, that words or names, being
ordered in time, are bound together and recalled into each other’s presence by
recurrent sounds” (Kenner 1971: 199; see also Yip 1969; Qian 1995; Xie 1999).
Cathay, while professing its Chinese origin and (exclusive) access to a storehouse
of philological information, is therefore very much a Poundian product. Suffice it
to say that the so-called “unreliability” of Pound’s translations in Cathay is the
combined result of the material condition of the Fenollosa notebooks and
Pound’s guessing, misreading, and altering of the multitudinous details he found
in these notebooks.
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Yet on the other hand, Cathay also looks Chinese: it proclaims on the title
page its status as “translations” derived from “authentic” sources – “Cathay,
Translations by Ezra Pound, for the Most Part from the Chinese of Rihaku, from
the Notes of the Late Ernest Fenollosa, and the Decipherings of the Professors
Mori and Ariga”. Through the channels of the little magazines Pound made it
known that he was “now in charge of the late Ernest Fenollosa’s papers dealing
with Chinese lyric poetry and the Japanese stage”. 107 In the postscript to Cathay
he again stated that the foregoing are “unquestionable poems” in a “book of
translations” (Pound 1915: 32). In other words, at the same time when he
appropriates the Chinese poems into his poetic agenda, Pound is also flagging its
“Chineseness”.
This brings us back to T. S. Eliot’s remark that “Pound is the inventor of
Chinese poetry for our time”, and that “Chinese poetry, as we know it to-day, is
something invented by Ezra Pound” (Eliot 1928a: 14-15). Eliot took a somewhat
strange turn amidst his discussion of the significance of Cathay when he made the
obliquely dismissive remark that “[p]eople of to-day who like Chinese poetry are
really no more liking Chinese poetry than the people who like Willow pottery
and Chinesische-Turms in Munich and Kew like Chinese Art” (ibid.: 15).
Whether Eliot was implying that Cathay is a kind of literary chinoiserie is
uncertain, but his remark finds a distant echo in George Steiner, who wrote that
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See “Preliminary Announcement of the College of Arts – Letters –
Comparative Poetry”, in The Egoist, 1.21, 2nd November 1914, 413.
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Pound’s invention of Chineseness is “part of a more general phenomenon of
hermeneutic trust”:

The China of Pound’s poems … is one we have come fully to expect and
believe in. It matches, it confirms powerful pictorial and tonal anticipations.
Chinoiserie in European art, furniture and letters … is a product of
cumulative impressions stylized and selected. Erroneously or not, by virtue
of initial chance or of method, the Western eye has fixed on certain constants
– or what are taken to be constants – of Chinese landscape, attitude, and
emotional register. Each translation in turn appears to corroborate what is
fundamentally a Western “invention of China”. Pound can imitate and
persuade with utmost economy not because he or his reader knows so much
but because both concur in knowing so little.
(Steiner 1998: 378)

What Steiner describes here can be related to the mechanism of
transcultural imitation discussed in the previous chapter. The efficacy of Pound’s
invention of China rests not on in-depth, detailed cultural knowledge, but rather
on the absence of such knowledge and the presence in its stead of generalized
cultural characteristics that constitute the vision of Cathay shared by Pound and
his readers. These generalized cultural characteristics are the familiar-exotic
“fragments of Cathay” – Chinese objects and imagery from the chinoiserie
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repertoire, Chinese figures, manners, and sentiments, and recurrent themes in
Western discourse about China; they are, as Steiner put it, the “product of
cumulative impressions stylized and selected”, and taken to be the “constants – of
Chinese landscape, attitude, and emotional register” in “the Western eye”.
The very act of naming his collection “Cathay” can be read as a gesture of
acknowledging the long-standing tradition of literary chinoiserie and an
invitation to the reader to partake, in the spirit of “hermeneutic trust”, in the
China of imagination and memory, or what Eliot called China “as we know it”.
The evocation of familiar motifs and themes associated with China, in turn,
simulates an authenticity effect for those who subscribe to Pound’s Cathayan
vision. Eliot’s remark describes a kind of circumscribed authenticity effect that
Cathay created for its time, and this effect and its implications, as I hope to
demonstrate, can be explained by analysing Cathay as an example of imitative
translation, which bears transtextual similarity to transcultural imitation, while
being reworked from a more clearly identifiable “original”, sometimes via
intermediary texts. That there is significant overlap between transcultural
imitation and imitative translation reminds us of the permeable boundary
between transtextual modes – they are not compartmentalized categories, and
transcultural rewriting brings them into reciprocal contact and creative interplay.
Cathay is interlaced with two strands of subtexts: while working directly from the
Fenollosa notes as his immediate “source text”, Pound also brings to bear the
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broader, more fluid and heterogeneous “imitated corpus” (Genette 1982/1997:
83) of the China topos.
The Chinese poetry notebooks of Fenollosa include notes for 150 or so
Chinese poems, supplied with glosses prepared by Fenollosa with the help of his
Japanese tutors. From these Pound selected 14 pieces for Cathay.108 Like the
Giles translations that were recast in Pound’s Des Imagistes pieces, the Fenollosa
notes serve as textual intermediaries, and they similarly offer an aggregate of
Chinese fragments – now in the more disjointed form of transcriptions and
glosses that require deciphering – which Pound selected, rearranged, and
reassembled.
The Fenollosa notebooks are held at the Beinecke Rare Books and
Manuscripts Library at Yale University, among the Ezra Pound papers (YCAL
MSS 43). That these notes are disorganized, flawed, and even “crippled” is a still
prevalent misconception, and it has given rise to two diametrically opposed
approaches to Pound’s translation of Chinese poetry. Sinologists, on the one hand,
inveigh against Pound’s misuse of the notes as added layers of compounded
ignorance and error. Ardent advocates of Pound, on the other hand, either argue
that since Pound made good poetry these philological concerns are entirely
irrelevant, or turn the supposed defects of the Fenollosa notes into an argument
for Pound’s “poetic alchemy”: with “a kind of clairvoyance”, Pound was able to
penetrate the “fog” of these obfuscating cribs and intuit “the central consciousness
108

Four additional pieces were included for the “Cathay” section in Pound’s
Lustra (1916b).
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of the original author” (Yip 1969: 88), transmuting the leaden heaps of raw
materials into the shining gold of true poetry, at times even surpassing the
Chinese originals in poetic quality (see Billings 2019: 16-18, 24-25). The former,
philologically-oriented (or what might be called “equivalence-based”) approach
seems outmoded in view of recent developments in translation studies; the latter,
while valorising the creative aspects of poetry translation, subsumes all the
intricacies of transcultural rewriting under the myth of individual genius (it is
more “Pound-oriented” or “Pound-centric” than target-oriented). Furthermore,
it falls prey to the fallacy of positing an “essence” of Chinese poetry that
transcends history and culture, eluding all but the rare intuitive power of the
poet-seer.
The publication in 2019 of Timothy Billings’s critical edition of Cathay is a
landmark in this oft-traversed, contested field of research generated by a slim
volume of questionable “translations”. This meticulously edited critical edition
reproduces the multitudinous, multilayered Fenollosa notes in all their fullness,
amply furnished with Billings’s erudite annotations. It offers much-needed
correctives to transcription errors and imperfect understandings of the Fenollosa
notes that hamper analyses of Pound’s translations, 109 and reveals hitherto
109

Haun Saussy points out that “Pound drew from several different notebooks
[in the Fenollosa manuscripts], and the few specialists who have tried to
reconstruct his compositional process have sometimes attempted to derive a
poem from the wrong set of notes. The gaps between Fenollosa’s notes and
Pound’s final version then leave the critic free to extol Pound’s inexplicable
intuition” (Saussy 2019: xiii). Billings remarks that “none of Fenollosa’s previous
transcribers ever fully learned how to read his handwriting” (2019: 74); some of
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untrodden paths for detouring the cul-de-sacs of previous lines of research. The
present section will draw on archival materials made accessible in Billings’s
critical edition of Cathay and lay out the minutiae of Pound’s sinographic
techniques, while the next section of this chapter will further consider the
transcultural implications of Pound’s invention of China.

Through Pound’s extensive work of selecting and rearranging the
aggregate of fragments presented in the Fenollosa notes, a surplus of chinoiserie
objects, motifs and scenes emerge. There is the persistent “blueness” of the grass,
trees, and mountains: “BLUE, blue is the grass about the river” (Pound 1915: 7),
“the joy of blue islands” (8), “South of the pond the willow-tips are half-blue and
bluer” (9), “BLUE mountains to the north of the walls” (28). Many lines present
collages of Chinese things and colours: “I looked at the dragon-pond, with its
willow-coloured water” (9), “Red jade cups, food well set on a blue jewelled
table,/ And I was drunk, and had no thought of returning” (20), “… a valley of
the thousand bright flowers …/ And into ten thousand valleys full of voices and
pine-winds./ And with silver harness and reins of gold,/ Out come the East of
Kan foreman and his company” (19).
The familiar theme of the lovelorn Chinese lady/deserted wife is revisited
in three of the frequently-cited pieces in Cathay: “The Beautiful Toilet” (7), “The
River-Merchant’s Wife: a Letter” (11-12), and “The Jewel Stairs’ Grievance” (13),
the transcription errors are enumerated by Billings (2019: 16-18, 24-25, 28 note
8, 29 notes 15 and 17, 31 note 29).
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and the idea of Cathay as a land of richness and plentifulness is evoked in opulent
displays of chinoiserie spectacles, like the following parade of imperial
splendour:

And high over the willows, the fine birds sing to
each other, and listen,
Crying – “Kwan, Kuan,” for the early wind, and the
feel of it.
The wind bundles itself into a bluish cloud and
wanders off.
Over a thousand gates, over a thousand doors are
the sounds of spring singing,
And the Emperor is at Ko.
Five clouds hang aloft, bright on the purple sky,
The imperial guards come forth from the golden
house with their armour a-gleaming.
The emperor in his jewelled car goes out to inspect
his flowers,
He goes out to Hori, to look at the wing-flapping
storks,
He returns by way of Sei rock, to hear the new
nightingales,
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For the gardens at Jo-run are full of new nightingales….
(“The River Song”, 9-10)

And these depictions of hedonistic revelries:

To the dynastic temple, with water about it clear
as blue jade,
With boats floating, and the sound of mouthorgans and drums,
With ripples like dragon-scales, going grass green
on the water,
Pleasure lasting, with courtezans, going and coming
without hindrance,
With the willow flakes falling like snow,
And the vermilioned girls getting drunk about
sunset,
And the water a hundred feet deep reflecting green
eyebrows
– Eyebrows painted green are a fine sight in young
moonlight,
Gracefully painted –
And the girls singing back at each other,
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Dancing in transparent brocade,
And the wind lifting the song, and interrupting it,
Tossing it up under the clouds.
(“Exile’s Letter”, 20-21)

From the above quoted lines we notice that Pound uses quite a number of
transliterations – indeed, lines like “To So-Kin of Rakuyo, ancient friend,
Chancellor of Gen” (18, 憶昔洛陽董糟丘), “Tried Layu’s luck, offered the
Choyo song” (21, 西遊因獻長楊賦), and “Ko-Jin goes west from Ko-kaku-ro”
(28, 故人西辭黃鶴樓)110 seem to offer little more than strings of foreign
ciphers. The transliterations are extracted from the Fenollosa notes, which
contain Sino-Japanese romanizations of each Chinese character. Pound
occasionally misreads the (not always legible) hand of Fenollosa, 111 and he
selects, breaks apart, and recombines these phonetic transcriptions to make new
versions of the proper names in his translation. In the absence of footnotes, it can
hardly be said that the abundance of transliterations in Cathay serves as the
110

The explanatory translations for these three lines in Fenollosa’s notes are as
follows: “I now remember that it was To-So Kiu of Rakuyo”; “So I travelled
Westward and offered the Choyo song”; “An old acquaintance, starting from the
West, takes leave of Ko Kaku ro” (Billings 2019: 161, 176, 220).
111
Billings points out that “it’s true that Fenollosa’s hand is swift, cramped, and
occasionally difficult to decipher. But in fact, most of the cribs are perfectly easy
to read – provided you have taken the time to learn Fenollosa’s hand. … Anyone
who wants to read Fenollosa’s manuscripts must approach them like a
palaeographer, patient enough to learn the patterns of his hand and to break
down difficult words into their constituent letterforms, rather than simply
relying on intuition. Few scholars have ever bothered to do that. It’s not clear to
me that Pound himself did” (2019: 22-23).
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vehicle for cultural knowledge (in a positivistic sense); they are more like
decorative details void of specific cultural reference, lending an air of foreignness
and valued for their surface look and sonic effect. This is another textual instance
of “racial lumping” (Espiritu 1992: 6-7), where Japanese transliterations pass as
Chinese proper names. It is Pound’s “gambit … that one need not know where
‘Cho-fu-Sa’ is or who ‘General Rishogu’ was to understand or appreciate the
poems. (Pound himself often had little idea.)” (Bush 2019: 2).
Pound’s reworking of the Fenollosa notes thus manifested the imitative
technique of selecting and rearranging familiar motifs and themes in the China
topos, which inscribes a double-layering of subtexts in Cathay, interweaving his
primary textual intermediary (the Fenollosa notes) and the broader subtext of
the China topos. The format of the Fenollosa notebooks is amenable to such
eclectic methods of rewriting: it contains the transcriptions of Sino-Japanese
pronunciation for each Chinese character in the poem, 112 glosses on the
individual characters and compounds (often giving the multiple, alternative
senses of those characters), explanatory translations that give the meaning of the
whole line when read contextually, and additional notes on the genre, style,
theme, historical and biographical background of the poem in question. These
notebooks thus offer a progressive range of cultural knowledge from which
Pound can rework, starting from the most rudimentary philological components
112

It needs to be noted that the majority of the Fenollosa notes on Chinese
poetry do not contain the actual Chinese characters, but only the Sino-Japanese
romanizations for each character. It is a common misconception that Pound had
before him the texts in Chinese. See Billings (2019: 29).
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and leading on to contextual readings and literary appreciation. Contrary to
common complaints about their being “disorganized, error-ridden, and illegible”,
the Fenollosa notebooks actually contain “an impressive breadth and depth of
accurate sinological learning in a consistently organized format” (Billings 2019:
18).
Apart from making extensive use of the phonetic transcriptions, Pound
also works back and forth between the glosses for individual characters and the
translations of the whole lines. That Fenollosa’s notes are presented in this
multilayered format of character glosses plus explanatory translation is a result of
the special tutorial practice adopted by his Japanese tutors Mori Kainan 森槐南
and Ariga Nagao 有賀長雄, which is derived from the traditional Japanese
method for reading classical Chinese, kundoku 訓読, or “gloss-reading” (see
Billings 2019: 19-20; Bush 2019: 9-10). Timothy Billings has reconstructed the
actual procedures undertaken in these tutorial sessions that gave rise to the
particular layout of the notes. He considers it “the most surprising discovery to
come from the preparation” of the critical edition of Cathay, and its implications
are “immense” (Billings 2019: 19-20). These procedures not only afford
important clues to Pound’s methods; they are also essential to the composite
feature of these notes as a form of multimodal translation. So let us take a few
moments to follow these procedures step by step.
We have three professors sitting down to read classical Chinese poetry
together: Fenollosa is the note-taking student, Mori the specialist in Chinese
210

poetry, who produced major annotated editions of Tang poetry and whose own
compositions in kanshi (sino-Japanese poetry 漢詩) were highly celebrated, while
Ariga, the European-educated professor of international law and advisor to the
Japanese Prime Minister Itō Hirobumi 伊藤博文, “a sort of Meiji Era
Renaissance Man” with a long-time interest in Chinese poetry, acted as
interpreter for Fenollosa and Mori. 113 These tutorial sessions thus involve a kind
of consecutive interpreting – Fenollosa taking the dictation on the fly while Ariga
interprets for Mori, and what gets transcribed in the notes are actually Ariga’s
translations, via consecutive interpreting, of what Mori said. This means that
Pound’s Cathay poems are “textual collaborations not only with the original
author (as we might say of any translation), but also with Fenollosa, Mori, and
even Ariga” (Billings 2019: 19).
According to Billings’s reconstruction, these collaborative exercises are
conducted in the following steps:

Step one: read out one line at a time using the Sino-Japanese pronunciations
(on’yomi) for each character. Step two: succinctly gloss each of those
characters, with one word if possible, but more if the meanings are multiple,
indicating proper names and compounds as necessary. Step three: parse each
line into intelligible Japanese paraphrases. … The purpose of the glosses was
to lay down rough equivalents for the characters with little concern for their
113

For more biographical information on Mori and Ariga, see Bush (2019: 7-8),
Billings (2019: 18-19), and the references quoted therein.
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context. The purpose of the paraphrases, however, was to explain the
meaning of the poem line-by-line by parsing the syntax fully and precisely
with a nuanced sense of the whole and the interrelation of its parts. …
Invariably, where contradictions do occur, Mori’s paraphrases “correct” the
earlier glosses and Fenollosa’s many insertions and strikethroughs in the
glosses sometimes correspond to the new dictions of the paraphrases or
eliminate alternatives nullified by the paraphrases.
(Billings 2019: 20-21)

To what extent (or whether at all) Pound understood the relationship between
these various strata of the notes and the underlying kundoku method is uncertain,
but his particular manner of comparing them and opting for the character glosses
instead of the explanatory translations of the lines contributes to another feature
of Cathay – the sporadic appearance of unidiomatic expressions which read like
translationese, as if made in an attempt to reproduce features of the source text
via a conspicuously literal approach to translation.
“The River-Merchant’s Wife: a Letter” contains several examples of such
“concocted calques”, or the “deliberately unidiomatic phrases with no direct
relation to the source text that create the illusion of ‘faithful’ translation” (Billings
2019: 22):

WHILE my hair was still cut straight across my
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forehead
I played about the front gate, pulling flowers.
You came by on bamboo stilts, playing horse,
You walked about my seat, playing with blue plums.
And we went on living in the village of Chokan:
Two small people, without dislike or suspicion.

At fourteen I married My Lord you.
I never laughed, being bashful.
Lowering my head, I looked at the wall.
Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back.
(Pound 1915: 11)114

The unidiomatic “my hair was still cut straight across my forehead”, “pulling
flowers” (instead of picking, which is what is meant by the conventional poetic
idiom 折花), “playing horse”, and “I married My Lord you” are Pound’s
The corresponding Chinese text runs: 妾髮初覆額，折花門前劇。郎騎
竹馬來，繞牀弄青梅。同居長干里, 兩小無嫌猜。十四為君婦，羞顔
未嘗開。低頭向暗壁，千喚不一迴。(李白·長干行) Waley offered the
following translation: “Soon after I wore my hair covering my forehead/ I was
plucking flowers and playing in front of the gate, /When you came by, walking
on bamboo-stilts /Along the trellis, playing with the green plums. /We both
lived in the village of Ch’ang-kan,/ Two children, without hate or suspicion./ At
fourteen I became your wife;/ I was shame-faced and never dared smile./ I sank
my head against the dark wall;/ Called to a thousand times, I did not turn.”
(1919b: 18)

114
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concocted calques, and the latter two borrow the glosses of individual characters
– “horse” 馬 and “My Lord” 君 – which are actually subsumed under
compounds when the lines are read as a whole, and unlike what Pound presented
here do not carry semantic functions of their own.
Pound’s translations are sprinkled with such specimens of foreign accents
and colours. He sometimes fabricates such effects by importing ingredients
directly from the character glosses and ignoring the explanatory translation of
the line offered by Fenollosa’s tutors, and we thus have “The sea’s colour moves
at the dawn” (雞鳴海色動, which Fenollosa’s tutors translate as “In early dawn
the color of the sky moves”, Billings 2019: 140), “With ripples like dragon-scales,
going grass green on the water” (微波龍鱗莎草綠;115 Pound cut off “grass
green” 草綠 directly from the character glosses, though the translation offered
by Fenollosa’s tutors indicates that 莎草 forms a unit, Billings 2019: 173). He
would also select elements from different layers of the notes and reassemble
them into new compounds: “The smoke-flowers are blurred over the river” (煙
花三月下揚州;116 the overly literal “smoke-flowers” is extracted from the
character glosses, the idea of blurring comes from the translation of the line, and
the river setting from the overall commentary on the poem, Billings 2019: 220),
or he would adopt a hybrid approach that combines foreignizing and
115

“The small ripples resembled the scales of dragons,/and the water grass was
green” (The Fenollosa notes, see Billings 2019: 173).
116
“In the month of March, when flowers (of blossoming trees) are smoky
(blurry)/ he descends (by river) towards Yoshu” (The Fenollosa notes, see Billings
2019: 220).
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domesticating techniques: “At morning there are flowers to cut the heart” (朝為
斷腸花;117 the character glosses offer “cut intestine flowers”, and Pound opted
for the more natural equivalent “heart”, while retaining the “cut”, Billings 2019:
138).
While Pound’s imitation of Chinese speech and syntax may create some
authenticity effect for those who enter into his vision of Cathay in a spirit of
“hermeneutic trust”, the sporadic and irregular nature of his method bespeaks a
poetics of eclectic exoticism, rather than an abiding concern for replicating the
linguistic features of the source text. Literal translation has long been adopted in
sinological circles for purposes of pedagogy and philological explication. Early
nineteenth-century British sinologists like John Francis Davis used literal
methods of translation for publications in the professional society journals, while
opting for a more domesticating approach when translating for the general
reader (St. André 2007; 2018: 96-106).
Such highly literal translations intended for the serious professional reader
were adapted for the more playful medium of literary chinoiserie – pidgin
English, stereotypical traits of Chinese speech, the unintelligible Chinese names
in chinoiserie theatre (Huang 2002: 113-137; St. André 2006; 2018: 142-157;
Witchard 2009). These various features of unidiomatic expression thus become a
cultural shorthand for how the Chinese speak, oftentimes intertwined with
long-standing ideas about the Chinese language “having no grammar” (Saussy
117

“In the morning they are unbearably beautiful flowers” (The Fenollosa notes,
see Billings 2019: 138).
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2001: 75-90), and forming another set of “Chinese characteristics”. Analogously,
Pound’s simulation of literalness through transliterations and “concocted calques”
illustrates another aspect of his transcultural imitative technique.
Reviewing Cathay for the Times Literary Supplement, the essayist and critic
Arthur Clutton-Brock wrote that the effect produced in Cathay seems “very
Chinese”:

We do not know from the title of this little book … whether Mr. Pound has
translated these poems direct from the Chinese or has only used other
translations. … The result, however produced, is well worth having, and it
seems to us very Chinese. One always notices about Chinese poems,
whoever translates them, that they are like Chinese pictures in one respect.
There are gaps such as European painters and poets do not dare to leave, and
yet the mind passes over these gaps easily enough. In a picture it consents to
the gap between foreground and background, filled perhaps with mist or
with nothing, in a poem to a transition from one thought to another which
leaves the reader to supply all the links between. Mr. Pound insists upon the
distance of these transitions, and we should like to know whether his
language makes them more abrupt than they are in the original.
… But is the Chinese language, we wonder, as unusual as Mr. Pound’s? If not
he does misrepresent the effect upon a Chinese reader, though he may
deliberately do that so as to enable us to understand the Chinese method.
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(Arthur Clutton-Brock, “Poems from Cathay”,
Times Literary Supplement, 29th April 1915, 144)

Clutton-Brock’s remark recalls those of the Edwardian poet-translators, who
considered the “method of suggestion” the key principle of Chinese poetry. It also
echoes Strachey’s review of Giles’s Chinese Poetry in English Verse, different a
translation as this may be to Pound’s Cathay, in which the Chinese poems are
described as “pastel pictures” giving only fragmentary details, and “hinting verses”
that trigger a series of aesthetic responses (see Chapter Two). Clutton-Brock
quoted the following lines:

Yesterday we went out of the Wild-Goose gate,
To-day from the Dragon-Pen.
Surprised. Desert turmoil. Sea sun.
Flying snow bewilders the barbarian heaven.
(Pound 1915: 31)

which are translated from Li Bai: 昔別雁門關，今戍龍庭前。驚沙亂海日，
飛雪迷胡天. 118 Pound added a brief note to explain that the first two lines
118

The Fenollosa notes provide the following explanatory translation: “ Yesterday
one has left the wild geese Fortress. Today one has already come so far as the
Dragon/Yard desert’s front. Sands surprised by wind cover in their turmoil the
sun. The flying snow lets go astray the Manchurian/heaven – one loses sight of
the sky” (Billings 2019: 244-245).
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indicate “we have been warring from one end of the empire to the other, now
east, now west, on each border” (Pound 1915: 31). The rather striking “Surprised.
Desert turmoil. Sea sun.” (驚沙亂海日) and “barbarian heaven” are again the
result of Pound’s bypassing the explanatory translation in the Fenollosa notes and
borrowing directly from the character glosses instead. “Surprised. Desert
turmoil. Sea sun” actually restructures the original syntactic pattern
(subject-verb-object, with units of two-one-two characters) into a three-unit
parataxis (Billings 2019: 244-245, 248-249). Another similar example is the line
“Desolate castle, the sky, the wide desert” (Pound 1915: 16, 荒城空大漠, see
Billings 2019: 152, 157).
In such instances Pound’s use of the free-standing components of
character glosses evince yet another imitative technique – the imitation of the
form of Chinese poetry by replicating the sequence of presentation given by the
individual Chinese characters. The result, as shown in the above quoted examples,
is the paratactic juxtaposition of imagery, which recalls the haiku-inspired
“method of super-position” that Pound employed in his reworkings of Giles’s
translations in Des Imagistes. This method of imitating the form of Chinese poetry
thus hinges on the haiku-Imagist intertext, and it ties in closely with Pound’s
“mutually

reinforcing

creation

of

Chinese-poetry-as-imagism

and

imagism-as-Chinese-poetry” (Billings 2019: 22).
It needs to be noted that this range of transcultural imitative techniques
practiced by Pound does not entail a consistent method of “literal” or
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“foreignizing” translation; his use of transliteration, (concocted) calques, and
paratactic structures is sporadic, and he is decidedly indifferent to the prosodic
patterns and pervading parallelism of the Chinese poems (which we would
commonly associate with the form of Chinese poetry). Cathay exhibits a
bricolage of transtextual features that defies simple either-or categorizations like
“domesticating” or “foreignizing”. Pound’s method is eclectic – he “translated via
a kind of cultural shorthand” (Hayot 1999b: 522), adding foreignizing touches to
the translation by mobilizing the common motifs and themes in the China topos,
and by virtue of this transcultural imitative feature, evokes the realm of the
familiar exotic and simulates the authenticity effect described by Eliot and
Steiner.
The richly-layered multitudinous details contained in the Fenollosa
notebooks afford fertile grounds for this eclecticism. Pound’s frequent recourse
to the more free-floating character glosses instead of the explanatory translations
that offer a more circumscribed, contextualized reading of the whole line is in
keeping with this eclectic method. He treats the Fenollosa notes as aggregates of
fragments free for selection and reconfiguration into new combinations, now
plucking a phonetic transcription as decorative motif, now presenting a parataxis
of imagery in imitation of the Chinese “method of super-position”, now
mimicking the Chinese voice with unidiomatic literalness in acts of cross-identity
performance.
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4.3 Translucencies, Luminous Detail, Palimpsestic Translation

See, they return; ah, see the tentative
Movements, and the slow feet,
The trouble in the pace and the uncertain
Wavering !
– Ezra Pound, “The Return”,
in Des Imagistes, 1914

In his introduction to Pound’s Selected Poems (1928), T. S. Eliot famously described
the Cathay translations as “translucencies”:

I suspect that every age has had, and will have, the same illusion concerning
translations, an illusion which is not altogether an illusion either. When a
foreign poet is successfully done into the idiom of our own language and our
own time, we believe that he has been ‘translated’; we believe that through
this translation we really at last get the original. The Elizabethans must have
thought that they got Homer through Chapman, Plutarch through North.
Not being Elizabethans, we have not that illusion; we see that Chapman is
more Chapman than Homer, and North more North than Plutarch, both
localized three hundred years ago. [… Pound’s] translations seem to be – and
that is the test of excellence – translucencies: we think we are closer to the
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Chinese than when we read, for instance, Legge. I doubt this: I predict that in
three hundred years Pound’s Cathay will be a ‘Windsor Translation’ as
Chapman and North are now ‘Tudor Translations’: it will be called (and
justly) a ‘magnificent specimen of XXth Century poetry’ rather than a
‘translation’. Each generation must translate for itself.
(Eliot 1928a: 14-15, emphasis in the original)

This idea of “translucencies” bears some similarity to Lawrence Venuti’s
description of “the illusory effect of transparency that simultaneously masks its
status as an illusion” (Venuti 2008: 5), although Venuti situates transparency
within “the regime of fluency” in contemporary English-language translation
(ibid.: 1-13) while Eliot describes the alchemical effects of Poundian free verse as
a poetic medium in the early twentieth century. The efficacy of Pound’s
translation derives from its being “successfully done into the idiom of our own
language and our own time”, yet because of this very rootedness in the linguistic
and cultural matrix of the time, such “translucency” is historically circumscribed,
and it will be dimmed with the evolution of language and literary canons. Eliot’s
remark about Pound being “the inventor of Chinese poetry for our time” thus
places the emphasis on “our time”, for “[e]ach generation must translate for itself ”,
and “[w]hen one day we read Pound’s poems the way we read Giles’s, then we are
in another era” (Hayot 1999a: 22).
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Let us consider how this “translucency” relates to Pound’s performance of
Chineseness. As noted above, Pound does not follow any consistent principle of
literalness, but rather employs a variety of methods informed by Imagist,
Vorticist, and vers libre principles. This Imagist-Vorticist-free verse medium
occupies a heterodoxic position (to use Bourdieu’s term again) in the literary
field vis-à-vis traditional verse forms, yet on the other hand, this emergent verse
form is grounded in a poetics of immediacy and precision, of movement and
energy, in contrast to the (putative) restrictions and conventionalism of
established practices. Furthermore, Pound detours the opaque, inscrutable
foreign via recourse to the familiar exotic, presenting instead a domesticated
foreignness. In Pound’s translation, therefore, the newness of Imagist free verse
“doubles” as the foreignness of the Chinese: this doubling medium provides a
framework in which the constitutive paradox of exoticism – the sense of
“aesthetic surprise” despite “repeated exposures” – is sustained (Aravamudan
2012b: 227-228), and renders the foreign immediate and “translucent”. Pound’s
technique of transcultural imitation thus creates a certain distance and
strangeness while at the same time closing the gap by merging these shimmers of
foreignness into the modernist free verse background.
With characteristic paean to Pound’s poetic achievement, Steven Yao
argues that the translucent quality of Cathay is fundamental to the formation of
“the poetics of Chineseness”, whereby “expressly modernist diction and
technique in English seem entirely adequate and transparent vehicles for the
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conveyance of (even medieval) Chinese cultural and linguistic particularity”,
especially in the “depiction of individual Chinese subjectivity” and the “emotional
syntax” in the poems (Yao 2007: 145, 147, 149). Cathay belongs to the period in
which Pound’s “literary personality ... largely consisted of parodies, personae,
archaism, imitation, and other in-between modes” (Saussy 2019: xii; see also Xie
1993); the “technique of personae, which enables the modern poet to speak with
the voices of other ages or other personalities”, and “the artistic use of various
imitated or ‘period’ styles” are among the signatures of Pound’s poetry (Litz and
Rainey 2000: 92). The affective particularities of various personae (to use Pound’s
own term) in Cathay – the bowman of Shu, the frontier guard, the
river-merchant’s wife, the court lady in “The Jewel Stairs’ Grievance”, etc. –
testify to Pound’s facility in cross-identity performance. In this respect, Pound’s
translations are akin to those of his Victorian precursor Robert Browning, whose
“incorporative aesthetic” enacts a drama of multiple voices in translation (Drury
2015: 100-146).
The thematic concerns of Cathay are in tandem with this affective
immediacy of foreign subjectivities. Scholars have uncovered parallels between
the recurrent themes of “isolation, loneliness, disappointment, loss, and other
such affective states of distress” (Yao 2007: 145) and Pound’s own struggles as an
aspiring young poet (Kodama 1982; Bush 1985; Chapple 1988), and perhaps
more important for the readers of Cathay back in 1915 is the predominant war
theme in the collection. Pound wrote that the war poems included in Cathay
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“have no mellifluous circumlocution, no sentimentalizing of men who have never
seen a battlefield and who wouldn’t fight if they had to. You have war,
campaigning as it has always been, tragedy, hardship, no illusions”. 119 As Hugh
Kenner poignantly puts it, Cathay is “among the most durable of all poetic
responses to World War I”; it is:

… largely a war book, using Fenollosa’s notes much as Pope used Horace or
Johnson Juvenal, to supply a system of parallels and a structure of discourse.
Its exiled bowmen, deserted women, levelled dynasties, departures for far
places, lonely frontier guardsmen and glories remembered from afar,
cherished memories, were selected from the diverse wealth in the notebooks
by a sensibility responsive to torn Belgium and disrupted London … the
privations of the Expeditionary forces across the channel.
(Kenner 1971: 202)

Having read the typescripts of several Cathay poems, Henri Gaudier-Brzeska
wrote from the Marne to Pound: “Indeed I use [the poems] to put courage in my
fellows. I speak now of the ‘Bowmen’ and the ‘North Gate’ which are so
appropriate to our case … the poems depict our situation in a wonderful way”
(quoted from Kenner 1971: 202).
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Pound, “Chinese Poetry” (Part I), To-day, III.14, April 1918, 57.
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The hybrid transtextual methods of Cathay presents “a vision of Chinese as
disarmingly direct, even simple, something close to a universal language of
common nouns and common feelings” (Bush 2019: 2), creating a synergy
between the foreign and the familiar, the old and the new. Rendering the
affective particularities of foreign subjects linguistically and culturally legible,
contemporizing a modernist poetics of immediacy with the old poetry of China,
voicing the turmoil of modernity through ancient sorrow – these are the
hallmarks of Pound’s imitative translation.
On the cover of Cathay, Pound reproduced from the Fenollosa notebooks
the character yao 耀, which contains the “light” 光 radical. When working on
the Cathay poems, Pound was yet to discover the method of reading constituent
elements of Chinese characters – Fenollosa’s essay on the Chinese written
character still awaited him – but there is an interesting link between the light
metaphor inscribed in the character yao 耀 and Pound’s idea of “Luminous
Detail” in translation, which he developed around the same time. A somewhat
unconventional feature of Cathay as an anthology of poetry translation is that
amongst the Chinese poems, Pound inserted his translation from Old English –
“The Seafarer”, “that Anglo-Saxon misfit sitting alone with his pint of mead in the
hot and noisy wine bar of Cathay”, as Timothy Billings wittily calls it (Billings
2019: 22). “The Seafarer” is the preamble to Pound’s series of essays entitled “I
Gather the Limbs of Osiris”,120 which is interspersed with translations from
120

In The New Age, 7th December 1911 to 15th February 1912; see Longenbach
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Provençal and Italian poets, including Arnaut Daniel, Guido Cavalcanti, and
Dante. With this form of criticism-cum-translation, Pound sets out to
demonstrate a “New Method in Scholarship” for translation:

I do not imagine that I am speaking of a method by me discovered. I mean,
merely, a method not of common practice, a method not yet clearly or
consciously formulated, a method which has been intermittently used by all
good scholars since the beginning of scholarship, the method of Luminous
Detail, a method most vigorously hostile to the prevailing mode of to-day –
that is, the method of multitudinous detail, and to the method of yesterday,
the method of sentiment and generalisation. The latter is too inexact and the
former too cumbersome to be of much use to the normal man wishing to
live mentally active. … The artist seeks out the luminous detail and presents
it.
(Pound, “I Gather the Limbs of Osiris – A Rather Dull Introduction”,
The New Age, 10.6, 7th December 1911, 130)

Pound’s translation practices encompassed a wide range of traditions and
languages; some of them were vehemently criticized for their philological defects.
“The Seafarer”, which Pound called “as nearly literal … as any translation can be”,
had been the subject of controversy since it first appeared in The New Age in
(1987: 45-61).
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1911;121 “Homage to Sextus Propertius”, completed in 1917 and published in
1919, drew the ire of Latinists because of its “sheer magnificence of blundering”,
to quote Professor William Hale (1919), which “many schoolboys might well be
ashamed of ” (Smith 1940: 13; see also Sullivan 1964; Judge 2004).
One may wonder why Pound’s “Homage to Sextus Propertius”, a free
translation representative of the long tradition of literary imitation, where
modernized diction and liberal alterations of the original text are employed and
the rendition of “spirit” is prioritized, could have raised such animus. Eliot’s
remark on why he had omitted this piece in the 1928 edition of Pound’s Selected
Poems is revealing:

If the uninstructed reader is not a classical scholar, he will make nothing of it;
if he be a classical scholar, he will wonder why this does not conform to his
notions of what translation should be. It is not a translation, it is a paraphrase,
or still more truly (for the instructed) a persona. It is also a criticism of
Propertius . . . [N]evertheless, I have thought best to omit the poem – …
Homage to Propertius would give difficulty to too many readers: because it is
not enough a “translation”, and because it is, on the other hand, too much a
“translation”, to be intelligible to any but the accomplished student of
Pound’s poetry.
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Pound, “I Gather the Limbs of Osiris”, The New Age, 30th November 1911,
107, and 15th February 1912, 369. For the ensuing debate on issues of translation
and literary criticism, see Robinson (1982), Alexander (1994; 1997), and Jones
(2006: 17-67).
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(Eliot 1928a: 19-20)

The early twentieth century witnessed the emergence of the discourse of
professionalism, which builds on the “community of competence” and the
circulation of symbolic capital (Strychacz 1993). The translation controversy
surrounding Pound’s Propertius is symptomatic of the structural change brought
about by the “increasing institutional professionalization and specialization”
(Judge 2004: 128) in the field of classical studies. Pound’s pretensions to
scholarly competence (and hence “incursion” into academic turf) were
condemned by classical scholars as dilettantism. Having in mind the Propertius
controversy and Pound’s mismanagement of it, Eliot advised Robert Lowell, who
was about to publish a collection of free translations from classical and European
poets, to avoid using the term “translation”:

I think that the right title for this is Imitations and I don’t agree with Allen
[Tate] if he thinks that Versions would be better. I think also that a subtitle is a
mistake: your translations are indeed imitations, and if you use the word
translation in the subtitle it will attract all those meticulous little critics who
delight in finding what seem to them mis-translations. You will remember all
the fuss about Ezra Pound's Propertius. Keep the word translation out of it.
(T. S. Eliot to Robert Lowell, quoted from Hamilton 1982: 289)
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This volume later came out in 1958, with Faber and Faber (where Eliot had been
director and literary adviser since 1925), titled Imitations. In the introduction,
Lowell evoked the authority of Dryden, primal theorist and practitioner of
imitative translation: “I have tried to keep something equivalent to the fire and
finish of my originals. This has forced me to do considerable re-writing. … I have
tried to write alive English and to do what my authors might have done if they
were writing their poems now and in America” (Lowell 1958: xi-xii).
These arguments and misgivings are indicators of the various strata in the
translation field created via intersection with other fields – the professional
sphere of scholars, specialists, and networks of academic institutions, and the
literary sphere of avant-garde poetry, where poet-translators like Pound
employed translation as an essential vehicle for rejuvenating modern poetry.
These competing positions give rise to divergences in translation practices and
conceptions about what constitute a “good” translation. When Pound wrote that
“the method of Luminous Detail” is “a method most vigorously hostile to the
prevailing mode of to-day – that is, the method of multitudinous detail”, he was
waging a campaign against “academic misinterpretations”: “no amount of
scholarship will help a man to write poetry, it may even be regarded as a great
burden and hindrance”. 122 Logan Pearsall Smith recalled that with regard to
Pound’s scholarship, “the opinion of scholars is unanimous”: Pound “has published
translations from, or paraphrases of, Latin, Provençal, Chinese, and Japanese
122

Pound, “Propertius and Mr. Pound – Letter”, Observer, 25th January 1920, 16;
“How I Began”, T. P.’sWeekly, 6th June 1913, 707.
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poems; but specialists in these subjects are apt, I have noted, to laugh when his
name is mentioned. Latin scholars, in especial, have administered such
remorseless castigations, that one must almost envy the thickness of skin which
has enabled Pound to survive them” (Smith 1940: 12).
The poet-translators, in their turn, are equally acrimonious. In 1915,
Richard Aldington and H. D. started a series of translations from classical Greek
and Latin authors. The series, called the “Poets’ Translation Series”, appeared in
The Egoist and was later issued as small pamphlets by the Egoist Press (see
Vandiver 2019). Aldington wrote in the initial announcement of the series that
the classics “has too long been the property of pedagogues, philologists and
professors”:

Its human qualities have been obscured by the wranglings of grammarians,
who love it principally because to them it is so safe and so dead. …The
translations [in this series] will be by poets whose interest in their authors
will be neither conventional nor frigid. The translators will take no concern
with glosses, notes, or any of the apparatus with which learning smothers
beauty. …The first six pamphlets, when bound together, will form a small
collection of unhackneyed poetry, too long buried under the dust of pedantic
scholarship.
(Richard Aldington, “The Poets’ Translation Series. Announcement”,
The Egoist, 2.8, 2nd August 1915, 45-46)
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With the method of “Luminous Detail”, Pound sought to develop a
different mode of translation than the philologically-oriented, the very nature of
which was, in Pound’s eyes, “mummification, the hypostatizing of the texts as
critical objects distinct from their possibilities as cultural agents … the
translation of texts into the abstract state and grammar” (Twitchell-Waas 2020:
164; Longenbach 1987: 96-130). Pound’s eclectic imitative translation is
underpinned by the search for luminous details – the “primary pigment” that
draws an “equation” between the painter’s arrangement of colours and the poet’s
presentation of emotional precision and intensity, the Imagist concentration on
the “Image” as “that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an
instant of time”, “a radiant node … a VORTEX, from which, and through which,
and into which ideas are constantly rushing”, and, as Pound was to discover via
Fenollosa’s notes on the Chinese written character, the “ideogram”. 123 The
“ideogrammic method” was employed in Pound’s translations of the Confucian
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Pound edited Fenollosa’s essay “The Chinese Written Language as a Medium
for Poetry” and published it in four instalments in the Little Review (“The Chinese
Written Character as a Medium for Poetry”, Little Review 6.5, September 1919,
62-64; 6.6, October 1919, 57-64; 6.7, November 1919, 55-60; 6.8, December
1919,68-72). Two later editions appeared: “An Essay on the Chinese Written
Character, by Ernest Fenollosa” (1920, in Pound’s collection Instigations), and The
ChineseWritten Character as a Medium for Poetry, by Ernest Fenollosa: An Ars Poetica
(1936, London and New York, “Appendix: With Some Notes by a Very Ignorant
Man” was added in this edition by Pound). The critical edition (2008) edited by
Haun Saussy, Jonathan Stalling, and Lucas Klein provides crucial
contextualization of Fenollosa’s project and Pound’s (heavy-handed) editorial
work, together with the original draft of Fenollosa’s essay and five other lecture
notes and essays. See also Huang (2002: 60-92), Stalling (2011: 33-57), Williams
(2014: 86-128).
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classics and in The Cantos, an exemplar of “ideographic modernism” in the
Western imaginary of Chinese writing.124
Translating/recreating in concord with these various forms of luminous
details relies upon the use of collage, montage, juxtaposition, superposition,
parataxis (see Clearfield 1984; Hopkins 1997; Perloff 1985: 33-73), and other
compositional methods inspired by abstract art, the new media, and
turn-of-the-century invention of Far Eastern aesthetics. These new modes of
composition embody an aesthetics of fragmentation and discontinuity, miming
the peculiar experience of modernity – the speed and confusion of technological
progress, the advancement of modern sciences which alter the very dimensions
of space and time, subject and object, the disintegration of traditional belief
systems and social edifice, the disruption of positivist scientism by the relativist
flux unveiled by Bergson, Freud, and Nietzsche, the horrors of war, and the
urban wasteland.
Reckoning with the promptings of the fragmented and fluctuating
consciousness of the modern mind, writers and artists try to shore “these
fragments … against my ruins”: “A poet’s mind … is constantly amalgamating
disparate experience; the ordinary man’s experience is chaotic, irregular,
124

Pound produced a series of translations from the Confucian classics in the
forties and fifties: The Great Digest (1947; a previous version appeared in 1928 as
Ta Hio,The Great Learning), The Unwobbling Pivot (1947), The Analects (1950), and
The Classic Anthology Defined by Confucius (1954). Mary Cheadle (1997) offers a
comprehensive analysis of Pound’s engagement with Confucianism (in his essays,
translations, and The Cantos), and how his Confucianism evolved with his Fascism.
For “ideographic modernism” and the (de)mystification of the Western idea of the
ideograph, see Bush (2010), Saussy (2001: 35-74), McDonald (2009, 2018).
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fragmentary. The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences
have nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the
smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these experiences are always forming
new wholes”.125
The transmedial and transcultural explorations of literary modernism,
impelled by the crisis of language and representation, endeavour to transcend the
inadequacies of traditional representational aesthetics, whose methods of linear
narrative, unitary perspective, and documentary exactitude are grounded in the
belief in the fundamental mimetic correspondence between art and external
reality, the “supreme fiction” (to invoke Wallace Stevens’s phrase) that the
universe of discourse is capacious enough for harnessing the complexities of the
universe. In the aesthetic alterity of Far Eastern art and poetry, the modernists
find a kind of archetype or ur-model, practiced to perfection and boasting
illustrious successions of great masters, for their own experiments in
non-representationalism. In his influential The Flight of the Dragon (1911),
Laurence Binyon observes that “much of the unsatisfactoriness in European
theories of art comes from the rooted idea that art is, in some sense or another,
an imitation of nature”; Chinese art offers a potent remedy for this “idea of
representation” which reduces art to “an adjunct to existence, a reduplication of
the actual”: in the “strong synthetic power” of Chinese art, “we see that accurate
seizure of structure and a deep correspondence with reality”, and “the artist must
125

See T. S. Eliot, TheWaste Land (1922); “The Metaphysical Poets”, in Selected
Essays (1932: 287).
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pierce beneath the mere aspect of the world to seize and himself to be possessed
by that great cosmic rhythm of the spirit which sets the currents of life in
motion” (Binyon 1911: 10, 13-14, 19-21).
In this light, Pound’s imitative translation can be understood as translation
in the non-representational mode, analogous to the formal experiments of
literary modernism which seek a different form of correspondence via the
rhythm of structure and texture, and the “transformation of communicative into
mimetic language” (Adorno 2013: 154). Adopting the method of “Luminous
Detail” in translation, following the “logic of imagination”, and summoning the
“rhythmic vitality” in language and life, Pound and other modernist
poet-translators enact a new mimesis that, keenly alive to the flux of lived
experience, “do[es] not seek to imitate form, but to create form”. 126
By now we are better able to see Pound’s special position in the tradition
of “the poet’s version” (to use a term by Venuti 2011): nineteenth-century French
literary sinophilia, crystallized in Judith Gautier’s Le livre de jade, whose
connection with Cathay is particularly pertinent (Bush 2019: 5-6; Yu 2007); the
indirect retranslations of Edwardian poet-translators; the discursive archive of
literary chinoiserie, including especially the “pseudotranslational” stream of
transcultural imitation. Together they form the intricate imbrications of
accretions, refractions, and creative rewrites of at times tangible, at times

126

For these quotations, see Eliot (1928b: 136), Binyon (1911: 11-14), and Fry
(1920: 157).
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hypothetical “originals”, leaving sedimented traces on the Chinese palimpsest. In
this sense, Cathay is illustrative of what might be called palimpsestic translation.
The Fenollosa notebooks, themselves created through the hybrid practice
of reading-glossing-translating classical Chinese (kundoku),127 and compiled over
a series of tutorials in which Fenollosa and his tutors engaged in collaborative
reading and interpreting, adds a further dimension to the multilayered,
palimpsestic feature of Pound’s translation. The Cathay palimpsest weaves
together straying strands of diverse intertexts – transmedial experimentalism,
vers libre movement, Imagism, Vorticism, literary japonisme, Chinese Learning
(kangaku 漢学) in Meiji Japan. Taking a still broader view of the Poundian project
of “making it new”, the Chinese strand interweaves with other literary traditions
– Greek, Latin, Provençal, Old English – to form Pound’s imaginary museum of
translational modernism.
The idea of palimpsestic translation would help us move beyond
essentialist readings of Pound’s transcultural rewriting, offering an alternative to
formalist analysis that disregards the problematics of representation, and the
post-colonialist-informed critique of cultural appropriation. The “invention of
China” and the “invention of modernist literary translation” (Kenner 1971:
193-222; Yao 2002: 25-51) in Cathay is one manifestation of the cosmopolitan
endeavour to reposition the self and the other and re-imagine the geo-poetics of
127

Kundoku has posed some conundrums for theorists – is it more of a method of
glossing/reading, or a “translational” practice? Is it intralingual, interlingual, or
even intersemiotic (as Rebekah Clements 2015 suggests)? See also Wakabayashi
(2005; 2016; 2019), Levy (2008), Denecke (2014).
235

world literary traditions in an inherently globalized modernity. In pronouncing
that “English literature lives on translation, it is fed by translation; every new
exuberance, every new heave is stimulated by translation, every allegedly great
age is an age of translations’’, and making “the practice of translation … an
integral part of the modernist program of cultural renewal”,128 Pound endows
his imitative translation with “heuristic” significance (Greene 1982: 40-50).
Finding the originary locale for the new poetry of “our time” in old Cathay,
Pound invents a transhistorical and transcultural genealogy for literary
modernism: “[i]t is possible that this century may find a new Greece in China”. 129

How this imagining of a new renaissance, together with the “modernist
poetics of history” and “ideology of history” (Longenbach 1987; Williams 2002),
played out in Pound’s legacy as the decades unfolded, is a question as difficult
(and admittedly more painful) to contemplate as the formidable formalism of the
“paleo-modernists” (Kermode 1990). The amount of critical attention that
Pound’s

Cathay

received

from

modern-day

commentators

appears

disproportionate to its contemporaneous reception. A search in key periodical
databases returns only a handful of insignificant results – a stark contrast to the
translations of Giles, Cranmer-Byng, and Waley, which were widely reviewed and
continued with multiple reprints and editions. Pound’s interest in Chinese
128

See Pound, “How to Read” (1928, reprinted in Literary Essays, 1954: 15-40);
Yao (2013: 211).
129
Pound, “The Renaissance: I – The Palette”, Poetry, 5.5, February 1915, 228.
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literature seemed to have subsided after his editing of Fenollosa’s essay on the
Chinese written character, and his major translations from Chinese did not
resume until the Confucian translations and The Cantos (see note 37 above). In
the meanwhile, other translators of Chinese poetry were initiating what one
reviewer called a “spiritual invasion from the East”.130

130

Conrad Aiken, “Sunt Rerum Lacrimae”, The Dial, 12th July 1919, 23.
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5. CONCLUSION:

TOWARDS

A

CULTURAL

HISTORY

OF

TRANSLATIONAL SINOGRAPHY

It was in 1919 that Conrad Aiken observed this “spiritual invasion from the East”,
in an article on the appeal of classical Chinese poetry in English translation.
Aiken discussed in particular the translations of Arthur Waley, citing a leader in
the Times Literary Supplement written by Arthur Clutton-Brock. With allusion to
Keats’s “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer”, Clutton-Brock delivered a
panegyric on Waley’s translations: they “[bring] us not merely new knowledge,
but also a new delight... Read them and you will find that a new planet swims
into your ken”.131 Clutton-Brock’s piece reviews Waley’s translations published
in the Bulletin of the School of Oriental Studies (Waley 1917a; 1917b), which
heralded a series of widely influential translations: A Hundred and Seventy Chinese
Poems (1918), More Translations from the Chinese (1919), and The Temple and Other
Poems (1923). By the 1930s, readers in the English literary world would find
plentiful routes of intertextual travel to this “new planet”: In addition to Waley’s
translations, the works of Giles saw multiple reprints and editions, and other
sinologists also joined the endeavour (see, for example, Fletcher 1917; Obata
1923; Ayscough 1929). Indirect translations and collaborative translations also

131

See Conrad Aiken, “Sunt Rerum Lacrimae”, The Dial, 12th July 1919, 23;
Arthur Clutton-Brock, “A New Planet”, Times Literary Supplement, 15th November
1917, 545-546.
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continued to flourish (Whitall 1918; Ayscough and Lowell 1921; Bynner and
Kiang 1929, among others).

Through the practices of the translators and sinographers discussed in the
preceding chapters, we see various configurations of transtextual modes and two
interwoven networks. On the one hand, there are the networks of agents and
institutions in the field of cultural production: metropolitan museums and
publishing houses like Heinemann and Murray, which brought Chinese art and
literature to the wider public and facilitated the poet-translators’ contact with
China; the small presses and private presses (Orient Press, Orpheus Press, Elkin
Mathews, etc.); modernist anthologies like Des Imagistes, the little magazines, and
the affiliated circles of poets, writers, artists, editors, reviewers, and patrons. On
the other hand, there are the networks of intertexts in the discursive field –
anti-imperialism, anti-materialism, Eastern spiritualism, the chinoiserie
discourse, the repository of intertexts in the archive of writing China in the West,
philosophical anarchism, transmedial experimentalism in the aesthetic
avant-garde, vers libre, Imagism and Vorticism.
Adopting a triangulation approach that correlates the transtextual, the
discursive, and the sociological dimensions, I have tried to accentuate the
multiplicity of intertexts, agents, and networks that underpins the transcultural
dynamism of this literary contact zone. With a view to enriching the historical
landscape of translating China and furthermore advancing theoretical enquiries
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about the “translational”, I chose to examine an unconventional set of translators
and sinographers whose avid experimentalism and lack of sinological credentials
upend the fidelity principle of translation, and to highlight peripheral
transtextual modes like indirect translation, imitative translation, and
pseudotranslation.
The state of not knowing Chinese, rather than being a hindrance to
transcultural reading and rewriting, functioned as the enabling condition for a
different kind of knowing and knowledge. Detouring positivistic forms of
sinological knowledge and the obligation of faithfulness to the literal meaning of
the original, the poet-translators and sinographers discussed in this thesis
engaged with the hypothetical Chinese poem in multiple, creative ways, which
are, no doubt, fraught with inaccuracies and distortions. But what concerns us
here is not the mere cataloguing of still more “Orientalist misrepresentations”; I
have tried to focus instead on the processes of writing China, the cultural
mechanisms, adaptive strategies, and rhetorical texture of meaning-making, in an
attempt to comprehend the full complexities of transcultural interchange. The
primal concern of this thesis does not lie in how the West “got China wrong
again” (although the answers to such questions provide useful points of reference),
but rather in how reading, translating, and rewriting China can be a form of
extended thought experiment, through which larger questions about language,
subjectivity, history, and aesthetic form are thought over. In other words, these
poet-translators and sinographers are not only thinking about China, but with or
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through China. Their practices evince a heuristics of Chineseness, where the
figure of China (and more specifically Chinese art, poetry, and literature), in its
myriad manifestations, is constitutive of the very fabric of aesthetic modernism’s
transcultural imaginary.
The foregoing pages explored this heuristics of translating China, which
does not rely on patient, systematic philological research, but is guided by the
aesthetically intuitive and experimental, by the logic of the imagination, and via
recourse to the rhetorical reserve and discursive traces of “China” in the West.
The rich archive of socio-cultural and discursive exchange between China and
the West gives the topos of China its special properties. Being Europe’s
civilizational other and rival exemplar in political and economic status, China has
been the locus of a whole series of enigmatic tropes of alterity – the ideograph,
the topsy-turvy of Chinese modes of visual representation (emblematized in “the
Chinese eye”), the country of insularity and economic obstructionism that
impedes the free flow of international trade, the immobile empire outside of
history. In other words, China figures as “an authentic otherness”, “a horizon of
horizons” (Hayot, Saussy, and Yao 2008: x; Hayot 2009: 10).
The poet-translators and sinographers examined here belong to this
discursive genealogy of writing China, and their transcultural reading and
rewriting operate within this paradigm of liminal otherness. Yet they come to
China with the pressing concerns of aesthetic modernism, which create the
specific texture and tone of their visions of China. They often foreground the
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positive valence of the free-floating, multivalent Chinese sign, making the topos
of China the arena for “an ironic and aestheticized staging of its own self
alienation” from modernity (Bush 2010: xxv). The Edwardian poet-translators
invent Chinese poetry as an alternative aesthetic ideal in which they invest a
nostalgic longing; sinographers like Goldsworthy Lowes Dickenson and Laurence
Binyon find in China the antithesis and antidote to the ruthless materialism and
imperialism of the modern West. Writers of chinoiserie poems rearrange
recurrent tropes and intertexts on the radical difference of China, sometimes
adopting the pseudotranslational mode to “translate” the pseudo-original of
Chinese alterity (as in the mimicking of Chinese speech, or in Allen Upward’s
performance of the Chinese philosophical worldview), or, like Christopher
Morley, taking the view of his “old Mandarin” to defamiliarize the Western
perspective. Furthermore, the Imagists integrate transmedial experiments with
their conceptions of the visual-verbal synthesis in Far Eastern aesthetics, and Ezra
Pound turns the energy of this invented alterity into the engine of “making it
new”.
The frequent recourse to the archive (in a Foucauldian sense) of writing
China in the West inscribes a double-layering of subtexts in transcultural
rewriting. These poet-translators and sinographers not only rework their textual
intermediaries (sinological translations, texts prepared by collaborators, the
Fenollosa notes, etc.) but also draw extensively from the larger and more
malleable “imitated corpus” (Genette 1982/1997: 83) of Western discourse on
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China. They select and rearrange the multimodal, variegated components of this
imitated corpus to create diverse composites of the hypothetical Chinese poem,
inscribing various layers of meaning on the Chinese palimpsest. This tension
between self-referentiality and differentiation gives their transcultural rewriting a
prominent imitative feature, which is characterized by the creative dialectic
between continuity and transformation, between the recycling of familiar
referential codes that gives the topos of “China” its particular topical consistency
and resonance, and the effectuation of new signification and cultural use through
the very act of reiteration.
The techniques of transcultural imitation are therefore essential to these
poet-translators’ and sinographers’ transcultural imaginary, and the otherness of
China figures the self-othering, or internalized otherness, of aesthetic
modernism. Herein lie the dialogic formation of knowledge about the self and
the other, the heuristic, transformative aspects of translation in formulating
counter-discourses and new aesthetic expression, and the performative potential
of discursive practices in initiating acts of border-crossing and fostering cultural
change and imagined communities.
The idea of translation as heuristics displaces essentialist views of
cross-cultural representation and argues for an inter-relational, or interactional,
reading that sees the East and the West as mutually constitutive and engaged in
dialogic processes of repositioning, renegotiation, and co-creation. The
triangulation approach that correlates the transtextual, discursive, and
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sociological dimensions is also in line with the larger goal of transcending the
binarism of East/West, interiority/exteriority, content/form, and the
sometimes reductive and circular analytic model of text-versus-context.
Examining a particular segment of the field, the chapters of this thesis
represent tentative steps towards a cultural history of translational sinography in
the early twentieth-century English literary world. A second phase of this project
requires exploring other segments of the field, focusing, for example, on the
sinological doyen Herbert Giles, whose works remained influential in the early
twentieth century, and the sinologist-poet-translator Arthur Waley. Addressing
both professional sinologists and general readers, Waley’s practices encompass,
and thus interrelate, the sinological and literary fields of translation and afford
ample material for studying historical reception and the publishing world.
Two forms of knowledge are integral to this culture of translation:
translational knowledge, or knowledge constructed, mediated, and disseminated
through translation, and translation knowledge – “knowledge with regard to
translation, i.e. about or on translation, to some extent also of translation, when
it relates to issues such as the know-how to translate, the awareness or
understanding of translation taking place, of the potential of translation, etc.”
(D’hulst and Gambier 2018: 7). The emphasis on various transtextual modes
highlights the interrelation between these two forms of knowledge, as these
modes, or media, through which China is presented are not mere vehicles but
instead constitute the making of transcultural knowledge – “the medium is the
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message”, to quote Marshall McLuhan’s famous formulation. Furthermore, ideas
about translation (broadly defined) and how it should be done, by what standards
it is to be evaluated, and what kinds of socio-cultural roles it might play certainly
condition the translators’ practices and the historical reception of translations,
which are, in turn, essential components in the epistemology of translation.
Translational sinography is not only the subject of this thesis; it is
moreover a method that I explored in the foregoing pages, which, I hope, would
hold wider methodological potential for a thick description of the culture of
translation: can we undertake in translation studies what has been achieved by, say,
Clifford Geertz and Johannes Fabian in anthropology, or Hayden White in his
tropology of historiography, or Edward Said in his anatomy of Orientalist
discourse and Mary Louise Pratt in postcolonial criticism? Translational
sinography as method is informed by the interrelation between translational
knowledge and translation knowledge; it embraces the richness and complexity
of transcultural interchange by inter-relational/interactional reading of the
dynamism between multiple intertexts, agents, and networks, and it keeps the
boundaries of translation malleable and permeable, enfolding within its purview
peripheral transtextual modes which test the limits of what “translation” can
mean and do.
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